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Prologue

The prison infirmary looked like heaven; the fluorescent lights reflected off the pure white walls, creating an aura that even the suggestion of an old man’s urine couldn’t desecrate.

Frank Conway lay propped up on three pillows, his nose skewed by nasal prongs. The hairs on his forearms seemed to have sucked out his strength, taking on a life of their own. They twisted long and dark against his pale skin. The humidification bottle bubbled in the background.

Garrett Thomas sat on his right, his knees pressed into the mattress.

“Are they treating you all right, Frank?”

“Sure they are.” He grinned, showing a mouth of chipped, ill-fitting dentures. “What would they want with beating on an eighty-five-year-old man?”

“The warden tells me you asked for a priest.”

“Imagine that.” Frank rolled his head on the pillow and winced. “You know what they say. When you know you’re near the end, you go back to where you came from.”

The visitor didn’t answer.

After a long silence, Frank said, “I guess you want to know why I sent for you.”

“You want your sentence commuted on compassionate grounds. I’ve started the paperwork.”

Frank shook his head, coughed. “That ain’t it.”

“You don’t want to die in prison.”

“I don’t want to die nowhere. But if I have to…hell, I’ve been here thirty-six years.”

“What do you want me to do?”

Frank hesitated, captured a breath. “It’s kind of a will. Except I don’t want nothing in writing.” He waved off the visitor’s frown. “You’ll know why in a minute.” He gathered his thoughts. “It’s kind of a way of thanking you for not walking out on me even though there wasn’t nothing in it for you.”

“Charlie liked you.”

“Yeah. Maybe I’m doing this for Charlie then. I guess I already did you a favour.”

Thomas shifted uncomfortably.

“So this is for Charlie. And since he’s gone, you’re entitled to it. As his heir.” Frank glanced toward the Plexiglas-enclosed nursing station. The nurse looked up, then returned to his paperwork. Frank rolled to one side, plucking at Thomas’ sleeve. “Listen, I already told Joe. I told him you was to get a cut. Twenty-five per cent. That should be a good haul. They was top of the line, the real…” The words tailed off into a paroxysm of coughing.

As Frank’s face turned from grey to purple, the nurse popped out of his booth to adjust the oxygen.

“Hang on, Frank. I’ll get you an inhalation.” He glanced at Thomas. “You’ve been talking too much.”

“We’re almost finished,” Thomas said.

The nurse left to set up the inhalation. Frank feasted on the oxygen. Finally, the fear left his eyes. “That’s it,” he said. “You work with Joe. He’s not too bright. You can’t trust him too much. But he’s my grandson, so that’s the way it is.” His eyes followed the nurse as he prepared the medication behind the Plexiglas. “The Ambre-Gris. They might call it something else now, but they’re still there…”

“I’m a lawyer.”

Frank choked out a laugh. “That don’t mean nothing.” He patted the visitor’s arm. “Joe knows. They’re right where we left them.”










Chapter One
 Two months later…

Margaret Rudley, co-proprietor of the Pleasant Inn, faced her husband, Trevor, across the front desk. “Rudley” — her Yorkshire accent was polite but firm — “Frances wants an apology. From you. There’s no way around it. She won’t accept one from me.”

Rudley folded his arms and thrust his jaw forward. “When hell freezes over.”

“You know she’s sensitive about her flowers.”

“I’m sensitive about her flowers too, Margaret. I like them alive and in their natural colours. These looked as if she’d killed them, then tie-dyed them in poster paint.”

“You could have let it pass this once. Her flowers are usually splendid.”

“I could have, but I didn’t.” Rudley seized the register, rifled through it, then slammed it shut. “At any rate, it’s done and over with.”

“Apologize, Rudley.”

“I will not. No one ever apologizes to me.”

“No one ever needs to apologize to you.”

“I’ll let that go, Margaret. In the meantime, I remain firm. I’m a fair man. I compliment Mrs. Fusspot when her flowers are exceptional. These were not exceptional. They were not normal.”

“Rudley, you can’t go around insulting people. I want you to tell Frances you’re sorry.”

“I’m not sorry.”

Margaret gave him a long look. Finding him intransigent, she went into her purse and took out a brace of keys. “If you wish to speak to me, Rudley, I’ll be at the High Birches.” She sorted through the keys, put them back into her purse, closed it with a decisive snap, and left.

“I believe your wife has lowered the boom on you, Rudley.”

Rudley turned to see one of the guests leaning against the end of the desk. He cleared his throat. “Mr. Thomas. What can I get for you?”

Garrett Thomas chose to walk the three miles into Middleton. He stopped at the kiosk on the dock, purchased a bottle of green tea, and sauntered toward the wooded area at the rear. A middle-aged man in a Tilly hat, Hawaiian shirt, and khaki shorts sat at a picnic table, staring down toward the marina.

“I should have brought you a ginger ale.”

The man waved him off.

Thomas glanced around. “Pretty little town, isn’t it?”

“It will do.”

“I understand summer people account for ninety per cent of the population.”

“Cut to the chase, Garrett.”

“We can get keys.”

The man looked away from the water for the first time. “Tell me.”

“There are two sets of master keys. The innkeeper has one. His wife has the other.”

“So?”

“They’ve had a tiff. The wife is staying at one of the cottages.”

“I see.”

“A hundred and fifty yards back from the inn. On the rise. Plenty of foliage.”

“Convenient.”

“Yes.” Garrett paused. “The cottages are fitted with single-tumbler locks.”

“Hers?”

“I assume.”

“Assume nothing.”

“If not, the windows are easy. Old-fashioned screens held in place with wing nuts.”

The man was silent.

“It’ll be much safer if you have the keys.”

“Safer for you.”

“I imagine you can overpower a woman.”

The man shrugged.

“You’ll have to deal with Joe, of course.”

“Of course.”

“After, you’ll want to muddy the waters.”

“A distraction?”

“A distraction and an alibi.”

“An alibi for you.”

“For both of us, Ned.” Garrett avoided Ned’s stare. “The lady’s car is parked beside the cottage. There’s a place two miles east of here. The Whispering Pines. It’s half a mile in on a gravel road. The sign’s still up, but it’s abandoned.”

“Completely?”

“Completely.” Garrett hesitated. “It’s not my intention that the lady come to any harm. You understand?”

“Of course. What do you take me for?”

Garrett Thomas didn’t answer.










Chapter Two

A cry slit the darkness. Joe froze. “Jesus Christ, what was that?”

“An owl.” Ned nudged him along the side of the building.

“That window looks good.”

“I don’t want to land in the bedroom.” Ned turned. “Come on, we’ll try the door.”

Joe trudged after him. “My feet are cold.”

“That’s your fault.”

The door had three small windows at the top, covered by a white lace curtain.

Ned glanced around. “Try your card.”

Joe took a Visa card from his pocket and inserted it between the lock and the frame.

“What’s wrong?”

“I think it’s hooked from the inside.”

“You’ll have to break the glass.”

“What if she wakes up?”

“Then we’ll deal with her.”

Joe gave the window a poke, winced as the glass shattered. “I think I cut my hand.”

“Get the lock.”

Joe fumbled, gasped with relief. “It’s just a hook and eye. I got it.” He unhooked the lock and eased the door open.

Ned slipped inside. Joe followed, holding his wounded hand to his mouth.

“Close the door,” Ned said.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want a damned skunk wandering in behind us.” Ned took a flashlight from his pocket. The beam swept the floor.

“Where do you think she keeps them?”

Ned stood still, eyes darting over the room. “The usual places. On a hook, on the coffee table. In her purse.”

“What if she’s got them in her bedroom?”

“Then we’ll have to go in there, won’t we?”

The owl shrieked again. A nighthawk answered.

A floorboard creaked.

Ned gestured toward the kitchen. “Check the cupboards.”

“Can’t you do anything?”

“I’m watching your back.”

“They ain’t in the drawers. Nothing on the hooks. Are you sure they’re here?”

“Yes.” Ned eased toward the bedroom, peeked in. He beckoned to Joe.

Joe appeared beside him and pawed at his sleeve. “We’re going to wake her up.”

“Then be ready.”

The flashlight flickered over a lump in the bed, then lit on the bedside table.

“Try the drawer,” Ned whispered.

Joe tiptoed toward the table and reached into the drawer. “Got them.” He stepped back. His heel settled onto something soft and furry.

The cat shrieked and swiped at his ankle.

“Jesus Christ!”

The lump in the bed sat bolt upright.

“Get her.”

Joe clapped a hand over the woman’s mouth and gave her a whack on the side of the head. She sighed as she sagged against him. He looked over his shoulder to find Ned missing. “Where are you?”

“In the kitchen.” Ned returned with a roll of duct tape. He hacked off a piece, handed it to Joe. “Tape this over her mouth and tie her up.”

“With what?”

Ned went to the bureau and rifled through the drawers. He found two pairs of pantyhose rolled into tidy balls. He tossed them to Joe. “Truss her up. Not too tightly.” He grabbed a scarf from the top of the bureau. “Use this for a blindfold.” He poked the curtain aside with the flashlight and looked out. “Is she all right?”

“She’s breathing.”

“Good. Let’s get going.”










Chapter Three

Rudley knelt in front of the cupboard. The bottom three drawers hung open as he glommed through, tossing papers and cursing.

“Where in hell did that go?”

Tim, the waiter, leaned over the front desk, a tray tucked under his arm. “Gregoire wants you to know the strawberries that came in last night are as hard as bullets.”

“Then send them back.”

“He had to use maraschino cherries to complete the palette of his fruit salad. He’s not happy.”

“Tell him I don’t give a damn.” Rudley yanked the bottom drawer off its runners and turned it upside down on the floor. “Where in hell is the damned linen inventory?”

“I’ll tell Gregoire you don’t give a damn.” Tim flipped the tray into the air, caught it, turned on his heel, and waltzed back toward the dining room.

Aromas promising Belgian waffles, asparagus crêpes, and French roast coffee drifted through the lobby. Seven o’clock. The kind of morning that inspired even people on vacation to be up and about. Tim paused and stepped out onto the veranda.

The lake dazzled with lazy swells capped with sea gulls. The breeze released the fragrance of pine resin that blended with clean water and the aroma of cranberry-orange muffins from the kitchen exhaust. Tim spotted Garrett Thomas on the lake, casting off toward the flat rocks. Norman Phipps-Walker coasted near him. Phipps-Walker was stretched out in his rowboat, letting his line drift on the swell. Soon they would be dragging in to deposit their catch in the freezer on the back porch. Gregoire would not have the fish in his kitchen freezer. Mongrels, he called the local fish. Tim chuckled and went on into the dining room.

Several of the guests were already at their tables. Leo George, from Toronto, who was in hardware, sat alone in a window seat facing the lake, working his way through a plate of waffles and bacon in a businesslike manner, a newspaper propped against the salt and pepper shakers. In his three-piece suit and tie, he looked as if he had just come from a business meeting instead of a stroll by the lake.

Geraldine Phipps-Walker watched the lake between bites of fruit salad, periodically taking up her binoculars to monitor Mr. Phipps-Walker. He had fallen asleep. She checked to make sure he was wearing his life jacket. He was. She turned her attention to a loon. Before she could focus properly, it dove. She waited patiently, sweeping the binoculars back and forth across the lake. Bird watching was Mrs. Phipps-Walker’s first passion. Norman was somewhere on the list.

Doreen and Walter Sawchuck were retired people from Rochester, New York. They had been coming to the inn every summer for thirty years. Doreen had osteoarthritis. Walter had prostate trouble. Otherwise they hadn’t changed much since they married fifty years before. They loved the Pleasant because it was homey. Trevor Rudley catered to them as he catered to all his guests — by meeting their every need and swearing a lot.

The Sawchucks wore matching outfits of which they had a seemingly unlimited supply. Today, they wore pale-yellow golf shirts, forest-green Bermuda shorts, white athletic socks, and brown orthopedic oxfords. Mrs. Sawchuck had hooked her cane over the back of her chair. The Sawchucks ate heartily and sat close to the bathroom.

Tim stopped at their table. “Can I get you more coffee?”

“No, thank you, Tim,” Mr. Sawchuck said. “Lloyd’s getting a rowboat out for us.”

“Our doctor says rowing’s good for Walter’s joints,” Mrs. Sawchuck said.

Edward Simpson was a young man from England. He had come to Canada a year earlier to do postgraduate work at the University of Toronto. A friend had suggested the Pleasant as the perfect place to enjoy the Canadian cottage experience without the disadvantage of outdoor privies and black flies.

Simpson had arrived three days before, intending to stay three weeks. He wished he had booked for the entire month. The food was excellent, his room comfortable, and the ambiance, apart from the perpetual rudeness of the innkeeper, humanely gracious.

One of the first people Simpson had set eyes on upon arrival was Elizabeth Miller, a librarian from Toronto, who, he guessed, was close to his age. Miss Miller had sat at a table across from him the previous two evenings, just at enough of an angle to allow him a discreet perusal. This morning, she was sitting along the wall near the sideboard. He was, once again, able to observe her undetected. He noted she seemed comfortable eating alone, nibbling on a piece of toast while absorbed in a well-worn copy of Wuthering Heights. He wished he were Heathcliff. Miss Miller, he believed, was too fine to be interested in an ordinary chap like himself. Simpson was one of those rare handsome men who didn’t realize he was.

Miss Miller regretted she could permit herself only the occasional oblique glance in Edward Simpson’s direction. She had registered at the Pleasant for three weeks on the recommendation of a cousin who had spent her honeymoon here. She found the inn charming. Mr. Rudley was a grouch. That didn’t offend her. Many interesting people were, in her opinion, ill-tempered and off-putting.

She had noticed Simpson the moment she crossed the threshold. It was lust at first sight. She decided to conquer him before the week was out. Behind the ginger hair and freckles, the grey-green eyes obscured by thick glasses, Elizabeth Miller was a woman confident in her sexuality. She had no doubt she could bring Mr. Simpson to heel.

Rudley gritted his teeth as the jet ski cut a curve in front of the Pleasant, then roared off across the lake. “Rotten kid.”

Tim covered his ears with his hands and mimed, “Are you talking about Jason Turner?”

“Ugly son of a bitch,” Rudley muttered. “He looks as if someone had stretched him on the rack.”

“Sort of like Gumby,” said Tim.

“Except he has that little pin of a head. Although, I suppose it’s ample to hold the brains he possesses.”

“Maybe he’ll look better when he fills out.”

“No, he won’t. He’ll always be an ugly snot. With any luck, he’ll fall off that damned thing and drown.”

“We can only hope, boss.”

“Yes.” The thought calmed Rudley. He returned to his work.

The Sawchucks had been rowing out to join Phipps-Walker who was dozing in his rowboat, a pillow tucked behind his head, his fishing rod, loose in his hand, dipping in and out of the water with each breath. He was trying to ignore the sound of the jet ski that was threatening to destroy his nap.

Garrett Thomas was thirty feet away, casting out with studied precision. He was a trim man with a neat moustache and eyes like blue marbles. The kid dashing about on his jet ski was getting on his nerves. It took a lot to do that. He was a lawyer by profession, a cool customer.

He reeled his line in and took up his binoculars. He could see the Sawchucks cowering in their boat like two large frightened mice before a leering cat. “You have no manners, young man,” he muttered. “Precious little compassion either.” He took up an oar, manoeuvred himself closer to the Sawchucks, glancing at Phipps-Walker who had put his rod down and was holding the pillow over his ears.

Jason Turner whipped past, turned for another assault. Thomas scowled and prepared his rod.

The Mepps Comet lure caught Jason in the backside. Thomas set the line, pulling away a generous swatch of electric-blue wet suit. He reeled his catch in and dropped it into the bottom of the boat.

Jason made a bare-bottomed run for home, shouting over the roar of the jet ski, “You old fool, you old bastard. My father will…”

“If I have to pay for your wet suit, it will be worth it,” Thomas muttered. He checked his lure and cast out.

The Sawchucks waved their thanks. Phipps-Walker gave him a thumbs up and relaxed back into his pillow.

Rudley glared at the grandmother clock. “That damned clock has stopped.”

“It has,” Tim said.

“What in hell time…” Rudley peered at his watch. His eyes widened. “The laundry truck!” He stuck the laundry list into his back pocket and galloped out the front door and down the steps.

He ran down the driveway, took a furtive look around, then began to search the driveway, bent at the waist, eyes riveted to the ground.

“There you are.” He straightened, putting his hands on his hips. “I’ve told you time and time again not to come up here. It’s bloody dangerous.” He bent again, picked up the bullfrog, and headed for the reeds to the right of the dock. “I don’t know why you won’t stay here. It’s quite congenial for one of your type.” He looked up at the sound of a motor. “Now, if I’d left you up there, you’d have ended up a large unpleasant squish on that man’s tire.” He put the bullfrog down. “My feet are sloshing wet. I want you to stay here from now on.” He scampered back to the driveway to confront the truck driver.

“I want a dozen extra towels this trip,” he shouted as the laundryman came down from the truck. He waved the crumpled laundry list. “You shorted me last time.”

The laundryman peered at the paper. “It’s signed off, Rudley.”

“I didn’t sign a damned thing.”

“Mrs. Rudley signed it. Right there.”

Rudley grabbed the paper back, stared hard. Sure enough, there were Margaret’s elegant initials on the lower right-hand corner.

The laundryman smiled. “Relax, Rudley, the missus and I recognized the error when we counted out.” He took out a packet and showed Rudley the attached note. “I brought the extras today as promised. As we agreed, Mrs. Rudley and I.”

“Why didn’t you say so before I made a fool of myself?”

“It’s settled now.” The laundryman tittered. “You could say it all came out in the wash.”

Rudley rolled his eyes.

“If you don’t mind me saying so,” the laundryman went on, “if you’d put your inventories on a computer. They have invented such things.”

Rudley gave him a look to melt pig iron and rampaged back to the inn. The laundryman proceeded to load his dolly. Rudley grabbed a pen from the desk, scrawled “fixed” across the laundry list, and rammed it into the bottom drawer. “Computers,” he muttered. “Ugly damned things, sitting about hissing and grumbling.” He rounded up the scattered papers, threw them in alongside the laundry list, and shoved the drawer shut.

“Mr. Rudley.” Tiffany, the maid, edged into his line of vision.

“Yes.”

“The door to the wine cellar is open.”

“What the hell. Well, close it.”

Rudley turned his attention to the grocery inventory. Hell’s bells. Extra-virgin olive oil? Couldn’t Gregoire make do with something cheaper? What a damned temperamental bunch these cooks were. First there was the hairy Finn who wanted to serve horse meat. Then the Cajun who blamed him for the Evangeline mess. He’d had Gregoire for five years and every year he had a new bee in his bonnet. One year it was an experiment with acorns, then a plot of horseradish. How much horseradish did one inn need anyway? There was the wild mushroom caper — they wouldn’t be trying that again. All of these conventions, that trip to France. That’s what gave him these strange ideas. Rudley’s face softened in bliss. Gregoire was a magnificent cook.

“Mr. Rudley.”

“What, Tiffany?”

“There seems to be wine spilled on the floor in the wine cellar.”

“Well, clean it up.” Rudley bit his lip so hard his eyes crossed. He regretted quitting smoking. Smoking made dealing with this group of ninnies much easier. Worse, he knew he was probably responsible for the unlocked door and the spilled wine. He had pulled a bottle halfway out, got distracted, and run out, forgetting to latch the door.

“Sir.”

“Yes.” Rudley hunched forward over the desk, arms rigid, jaw thrust forward.

“You told me never to go into the wine cellar.”

“I’m saying you can,” he said through clenched teeth.

Tiffany hurried away. Rudley straightened. If he didn’t have to deal with jackasses and sundry distractions, this sort of thing with the wine cellar wouldn’t happen.

When he purchased the Pleasant twenty-five years ago, the owner had given him one piece of advice.

“One piece of advice, Rudley” — a stubby finger had jabbed him in the chest — “always keep the wine cellar locked. Hide the key. Or they’ll rob you blind. All of them.”

He ruminated over his oversight. Gregoire had demanded a particular Chardonnay for Sunday dinner. He’d taken a quick trip to the cellar to review the stock. He had just pulled out a bottle to inspect the label when Tim interrupted him to say one of the guests was in a flap. She’d found a spider in her bathtub.

“Hasn’t that damned woman seen a spider before?”

He’d had to go to her room, capture the spider — all two millimetres of it — and carry it outdoors. He was a superstitious man. Killing spiders brought rain. The last thing he needed was to be trapped in the inn with this crowd, trying to entertain them with bingo, ballroom dancing, and art classes, the latter problematic since it would have involved sweet-talking Mrs. Rudley back from the High Birches. It would have involved an apology. He didn’t think he had behaved any worse than usual and felt abused.

He loved Margaret, but thought she could be a pain in the ass at times. He couldn’t see how what he had said could possibly have offended the flower lady.

“I like solid red and solid white,” he had told her, “none of these insipid tinted things you’ve been bringing lately.”

For some reason Mrs. Blount burst into tears. She was a sensitive soul. More important, she was a friend of Margaret’s.

“That’s what you get for mixing business with pleasure,” he muttered.

“Apologize, Rudley.”

“When hell freezes over.”

That frosty image depressed him.

He reached under the counter and took out a battered package of Benson & Hedges. He turned his back to the sign that said “No Smoking, Maximum Penalty, $2,000,” and lit up. He was standing there, trailing smoke through his nostrils when Tiffany reappeared. She stared at him, chin quivering.

“Now,” he said, “I suppose you’re going to tell me there’s a dead body down there.”










Chapter Four

As it turned out, it wouldn’t have mattered if Rudley had killed the spider. A tornado could have picked up the Pleasant and deposited it in Oz. Once the police arrived, all hope for a normal day was lost.

Gregoire had planned a to-die-for linguini with a crisp Caesar salad for lunch. With all the fuss, no one could tell him when he would be allowed to serve the meal. He fumed. In such matters, timing was everything.

The uniformed officers arrived first, followed by the crime scene van. The forensics team had barely unloaded their gear before Detectives Michel Brisbois and Chester Creighton pulled up in their dusty unmarked Ford. Brisbois had the round, rumpled look of a mid-career high-school teacher. Creighton was a tall, thin man with a Dick Tracy sharpness.

Brisbois went over the scene with forensics, then directed Creighton to assemble the guests and staff in the lounge. After posting Officer Stan Ruskay at the entrance with strict orders to detain anyone who set foot on the property, he entered the lounge and closed the door.

He took a picture from his pocket. “I’m going to pass this picture around,” he said, indicating a Polaroid of the victim. “I’m hoping somebody will recognize this guy.” He paused. “This is a murder investigation. I expect your cooperation.”

He passed the photograph to Creighton, who handed it to Geraldine Phipps-Walker.

Mrs. Phipps-Walker took out her reading glasses, brought the photograph close to her nose, and shook her head. “He looks rather startled, doesn’t he?”

Brisbois rocked back on his heels. “This isn’t a movie set. That isn’t Tom Hanks. That man is dead. He isn’t an actor. He isn’t a mannequin. He isn’t a pencil salesman who wandered in here and had a heart attack. He’s a human being and someone killed him. He deserves our respect. A little regret wouldn’t be out of order either.”

Mrs. Phipps-Walker shrugged and passed the photograph to Thomas. Thomas studied it for a moment, frowned, and handed it to Mr. Phipps-Walker. “No.”

“Sorry, Detective,” Mr. Phipps-Walker said.

“Nothing to be sorry about. If you don’t recognize him, that’s that.”

Simpson took the photograph, studied it solemnly. “I’m afraid not, Detective.” He passed the picture to Miss Miller.

“He’s quite ordinary looking, isn’t he?”

The Sawchucks held the picture together, shaking their heads and tut-tutting. “We can’t help you, sir,” Mr. Sawchuck said at last.

Rudley looked at the photograph and then handed it to Tiffany.

“Nothing to say, Rudley?”

“No.”

Tiffany shuddered.

“Does he look familiar, miss?”

“No, but with a murder happening directly beneath us, are we safe?”

Brisbois’ expression softened. “I suspect he was murdered for a particular reason. There’s nothing to indicate the murder was random or frenzied. I think the risk to everyone here is low. We will be keeping a uniformed officer at the door. And Detective Creighton and I will be spending a lot of time here over the next few days.”

Rudley rolled his eyes. “Surely, you don’t believe anyone here killed that man. The murderer is probably long gone.”

Brisbois took the picture from Tiffany and glanced at the skinny young man lurking in the doorway. “Who’s that?” he whispered to Creighton.

“Lloyd Brawly. Maintenance,” Creighton mouthed.

Brisbois turned back to Rudley. “I haven’t ruled out anyone — not a single member of your staff, not a single one of your guests. I haven’t even ruled out the postman.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“The man was killed in your basement.”

“His socks were wet,” Lloyd said.

Brisbois wheeled on him.

Lloyd grinned. “I saw him before they zipped him in that bag.”

Brisbois turned to Creighton, who shrugged. “Okay.” He turned back to the assembly. “Everyone remove their shoes.”

Thomas had been toying with an unlit cigar. He yanked it from his mouth. “I beg your pardon?”

“I could get a warrant, drag you all down to the station, ruin your vacation.”

The suggestion was met with grumbling and hostile glances toward Thomas.

“Oh, very well.” Thomas removed his loafers and sat twitching his toes.

Lloyd sat down on the floor and tugged off his work boots.

Brisbois signalled to Creighton to take notes. He started down the line. “Looks as if you’ve been wading,” he said to Rudley.

“What, may I ask, are you looking for?” Thomas asked. “May I put my shoes on?”

“Everyone can put their shoes on except Mr. Rudley and Lloyd.” Brisbois stopped in front of Lloyd. “How did you get your feet wet?”

“I walked over the wet floor.”

Tiffany broke in. “He did. I had just washed the kitchen floor. Gregoire spilled orange juice. Lloyd came in to get coffee. I made him take his boots off.”

Lloyd grinned.

Brisbois nodded. “Okay, Lloyd walked across a wet floor. Rudley?”

Rudley folded his arms across his chest. “If you must know, I stepped into the marsh.”

“And what time was that?”

“Somewhere around seven, I suppose.”

“And what were you doing wading in the marsh at that hour?”

“I wasn’t wading. I was standing at the edge and I slipped.”

“What were you doing in the marsh in the first place?”

Tim and Gregoire exchanged glances.

“I’m not telling.”

“I see. And after stepping in the marsh, you didn’t bother changing your socks.”

“I barely had time to go to the bathroom this morning.”

“They looked just like Mr. Rudley’s,” Lloyd said. “That dead man’s socks. Dark on the bottom and up into the toes and light above.”

“Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“I figured you noticed.”

Brisbois turned to Creighton and said in a low voice. “Make sure they take a good look at his socks.”

“Where do you think his shoes went?” asked Lloyd.

Creighton and Brisbois dismissed the staff and guests — for the time being — and asked to meet with Rudley in his basement office, three doors away from the wine cellar. Rudley sat at his desk across from the officers, wondering what else could possibly go wrong that day.

“Are you sure you don’t recognize the victim?” The suspicion in Brisbois’ eyes seemed a permanent condition.

“I don’t think I’d recognize myself if I were in his condition.” The wine he had shooed Tiffany away to mop up had turned out to be blood — blood oozing from the chest of a stout man who lay on his back on the floor between the reds and the whites. Since he didn’t recognize the man, Rudley saw no reason not to be relieved that the spillage wasn’t one of his better vintages.

“What did you do with his personal effects?”

Rudley stared at the detective.

Brisbois stared back, his pale oval face expressionless. “Did anyone check his pockets, remove his wallet for identification? You must have been curious about who he was.”

“Nobody removed anything. Nobody touched him.”

“And he doesn’t look like anyone you’ve ever seen before?”

“I can’t say that he does.”

“You must meet a lot of different types in your business.”

“You can say that again.”

“Your guests, are they usually people here for a week or two?”

“Sometimes longer. We have a few old biddies who stay the whole summer.”

“Dinner guests?”

“Yes.”

“Mostly locals?”

“Mostly. Boaters tie up and come in for dinner or a drink from time to time. We have a bar and an excellent wine cellar.”

“Do you have occasion to meet all of your guests?”

“Most of them.”

“Possibly the victim was someone who stopped for a drink.”

“Possibly Adolph Hitler stopped in for a schnapps. But I don’t think so.”

Brisbois didn’t blink. “You’ve never seen anyone around here who resembled this man.”

“I don’t usually see people wandering around covered in blood, Detective.” Rudley crossed his arms. “Now, I have a question for you. What in hell was that man doing in my wine cellar and what happened to him?”

Brisbois made a you-tell-me gesture with his right hand. “I have no idea what he was doing here — yet. As for what happened to him, we’ll have to wait for the autopsy.”

“It looked to me as if there was a knife stuck between his ribs.”

“I won’t speculate prematurely.”

“I’d speculate he was stabbed,” Rudley said. “What a mess. You’d think someone around here would have noticed the man getting knocked off.”

“Yes, you would think so.”

“It’s not that big a place. Gregoire is in the kitchen by four.”

“Gregoire.” Brisbois ruffled through his notes. “Is that the one who looks like a movie star?”

“That’s Tim McAuley, the waiter. Gregoire’s the cook. Gregoire Rochon. The little round man with the doe eyes and the five-o’clock shadow.”

Brisbois wrote this down. “Would there be people coming and going in the wee hours? Parties and the like?”

“The dining room shuts down at nine. We take orders for drinks until ten. Later, for special occasions. Every now and then, someone has a wingding in one of the cottages. But that sort of thing doesn’t usually start until later in the season.”

“Do you have security on the premises?”

“No.”

“Alarm system?”

“That would ruin the ambiance.”

“Unlike a dead body.” Creighton chuckled.

Rudley glared at him.

Brisbois inspected his notebook. “You say the wine cellar is usually locked.”

“Yes. Otherwise, they’d steal you blind.”

“Who?”

“Every Tom, Dick, and Harry who walks through the door. Delivery people. Guests.”

“Staff?”

“The staff wouldn’t steal from me.”

“So the door is normally locked, but this morning when the maid” — Brisbois checked his notes — “Tiffany Armstrong, went down, it was not locked.”

“Apparently not.”

“What was she doing down there?”

“I suppose she went to get her linen cart.”

“You said you may have left the door unlocked.”

“Last evening I came down to check the inventory. Someone distracted me. I must not have pulled the door closed.”

“Who else has keys to the cellar?”

Rudley lowered his voice and glanced around. “Mrs. Rudley.”

“Would Mrs. Rudley have had occasion to go to the wine cellar?”

“Margaret wouldn’t know a Chardonnay from pig piss. She’s British.”

Brisbois stared at him for a moment, then turned a page in his notebook and ran his finger down the lines. “We don’t have your wife’s name here. Is she away?”

Rudley glowered.

“Is there a problem?”

Rudley shrivelled into his chair. “She’s at the High Birches. All hell is breaking loose and she’s probably sitting on the back porch with a cup of Earl Grey Breakfast tea.”

“The High Birches?”

“You know how the British like to give every shack a fancy name. It’s one of our cottages. It sits further back than the others. We keep it for our private use. Family and friends.”

“And Mrs. Rudley lives there?”

“She visits there.”

“And how long has she been visiting there?”

“A couple of days.”

Brisbois’ lips curved. “In other words, she’s making you sleep on the couch.”

“If you must know, she’s upset with me because she feels I insulted the old bat who supplies the carnations.”

“Does this old bat have a name?”

“Frances Blount. I didn’t like the batch of carnations she brought. I was straightforward about it, the way I would be with anyone. How was I supposed to know she’s so thin-skinned?”

Brisbois flicked his pen, filled half a page with emphatic jabs. “So what were you doing in the marsh?”

“What I was doing in the marsh is deeply personal and doesn’t have a damned thing to do with your investigation.” He twisted in his chair. “Are you through with me? I have an inn to run.”

Brisbois made another note. “For now. You’re going to have to work around us for a while. Certain areas will be cordoned off. I’ll need to interview your staff and guests again. Perhaps several times. I can run people back and forth to headquarters. But it might be more convenient — for all of us — if you assigned us a space here.”

“You can have this if you want.”

“Your office?”

“I seem to get to use it only when I’m being interrogated by the police anyway. No one gives me a moment’s peace.”

“Sorry to hear that,” said Brisbois who did not look sorry. “We’ll be posting an officer at the front door as well.”

“That clod with the big boots?”

“Among others.” Brisbois tucked the notebook into his pocket. “I’m going to take a look around.”

“As long as I can get on with my business.”

“You can get on with your business. But nobody is to leave the jurisdiction without my permission — at least for the next few days. And instruct your staff and guests to stay outside the police tapes.”

“What about the wine cellar?”

“Especially the wine cellar.”

Brisbois wandered off toward the back door followed by Creighton.

Rudley reached for the phone. “It’s Rudley at the Pleasant. I want eight cases of the good stuff. Two boxes of that South American stuff and two boxes of that pink swill the old ladies like. I’ll send someone over.” He slammed the receiver down. “Lloyd.” He yanked open the door, stepped out into the corridor. “Lloyd, where in hell are you?” He took two steps, peered into the gloom at the end of the corridor. A hand touched his shoulder. Rudley shrieked.

Lloyd grinned.

“What in hell are you doing standing behind me?”

“You asked me to fix the hinge on the storeroom door.” He held up the hammer.

“That can wait. I need you to go to the liquor store and pick up some wine.”

“Right now?”

“Right now. Let me know when you get back.” He shooed Lloyd out the side door and scampered up to the lobby.

The staff milled about the front desk.

“All right,” he said, “the fun’s over. Everybody back to work.”

“Detective Brisbois said we were to stand by,” Tiffany said.

“He didn’t mean at this moment,” Rudley said. “He merely wants us to be available. For days on end, it seems. In the meantime, we have guests. We need to look after them, reassure them…well, you know.”

“That nobody else is going to be murdered in the wine cellar,” Gregoire said.

“The odds of that happening again are astronomical.”

“I wouldn’t go out of my way to go down there,” Tim said.

“Well, you don’t need to worry about that. The wine cellar is off limits. By police order.”

“I suppose I’m supposed to serve cooking sherry with the filet mignon,” Gregoire said.

“I’ve put in an order to keep you going until Brisbois releases our stock.” Rudley said. “Now it behooves us to look after our guests.”

“The guests,” Tim said, “are having the time of their lives.”

The guests had moved out onto the veranda. Garret Thomas had taken a disposable camera from his pocket. “Ladies and gentlemen, I think this is a moment worth preserving.” He took several snapshots and then turned the camera on the doorway. “One of Officer Ruskay too.”

Ruskay ignored him and continued to stand poker-straight, eyes forward.

“I wonder how long he can maintain that pose,” Elizabeth Miller said.

“He’s probably hoping the case will be solved expeditiously.” Garrett Thomas put the camera away, sat down, and took out a cigar. He examined it, then tucked it into his breast pocket.

“It is quite a mystery,” Edward Simpson said. “A stranger murdered in the wine cellar of a country inn.” He paused. “I hear he was stabbed.”

“I believe Rudley saw a knife,” Thomas said.

“It could have been a mob hit,” said Miss Miller.

Thomas took out a cigarette and a gold lighter. “Surely you don’t think Mr. Rudley is involved in organized crime.”

“According to the brochures, the Pleasant was built by the mob.”

“I doubt if Rudley is involved in anything untoward,” Thomas sniffed. “Except being chronically miserable.”

“Tim told me the wine cellar is always locked and nobody has the key but Rudley.”

“Mr. Rudley doesn’t seem the homicidal type,” Simpson said.

“All sorts of people who turn out to be murderers don’t seem the homicidal type,” said Miss Miller. “What do you think, Mr. Thomas?”

“Perhaps he committed suicide.”

“Perhaps the maintenance man did it — that sinister young man who was lurking in the bushes when I arrived.”

“I imagine he was trimming the hedge, Miss Miller.”

“He looks capable of murder and he certainly has the tools at hand.”

Tim sailed out onto the veranda, balancing a tray of coffee and hors d’oeuvres.

“We were discussing the murder,” Miss Miller said. “A murder committed in a locked room.”

“Rudley thinks he may have left the door unlocked by mistake,” said Tim.

“Then the murderer must be someone who knew Mr. Rudley left the door unlocked,” said Simpson.

“Or,” said Miss Miller, “the murderer was pursuing the victim. The victim ran into the inn and raced from door to door until he found one that was unlocked. He ducked in, but not in time. The pursuer saw him. He followed him in and savagely murdered him.”

Thomas smiled. “You should write that one up, Miss Miller.”

“The problem with that theory, Miss Miller,” Tim said, “is that the back door is locked at ten and isn’t unlocked again until six-thirty.”

“Then it must be an inside job,” said Miss Miller.

Thomas raised his brows. “I think we have a Miss Marple among us.”

Rudley was at the front desk, trying to sort out the mess he had made with the drawers, when Peter Leslie checked in. Leslie was a tall, handsome man with an expensive wardrobe and a twinkle in his eye.

“I see you’re a bear for security,” he said, nodding toward Officer Ruskay.

“Intrusive boob,” Rudley muttered. He pulled himself together and turned the register for Leslie to sign. “Here’s your key, Mr. Leslie. May I escort you to your cottage?”

“Oh, no need. I’ll follow the map in the brochure.”

“Low Birches,” Rudley repeated.

Rudley didn’t tell Leslie about the murder. He knew the other guests would fill him in soon enough and in a more entertaining fashion. He was embarrassed about the incident. Besides, it was hard to work the topic into conversation: “Here’s your key, Mr. Leslie. Meals are served at the hours posted. Refreshments are available up until 10:00 pm. If you wish a picnic lunch, please let the kitchen know the evening before. If you want extra towels, ask at the desk. If you plan to walk in the woods, we can offer several excellent repellants. If you wish to explore the neighbouring villages and environs, we have brochures in the lobby, listing points of interest and upcoming events. Lloyd will help you with your suitcases and, by the way, there’s been a murder in the wine cellar. No one we knew. And since most victims are known to their murderers, the murderer is probably no one we know either. Although, given the six-degrees-of-separation theory, that logic doesn’t necessarily hold. The murderer could be someone we know, although not someone we like. Still, statistically, Mr. Leslie, it is unlikely you will be murdered at the Pleasant by someone you don’t know.”

Rudley threw the remainder of the papers into the bottom drawer and gave the drawer a kick. Why couldn’t the chap have been murdered in the woods, preferably on Crown land where the body could moulder away until the hunters found it in the fall?

“Mr. Rudley.”

That damned detective again.

“You have a Mr. Leslie booked into the Birches cottage.”

“He just checked in.”

“I’m confused. You said your wife was staying there.”

“Mr. Leslie is staying at the Low Birches. Margaret is at the High Birches.”

Brisbois forehead crimped.

“The Low Birches is the last cottage on the left. The High Birches is directly behind the inn. On the rise. That’s why it’s called the High Birches.”

“Now’s as good a time as any to interview your wife, I suppose.”

“Lucky her.”

“I presume she’s in.”

“She might be. Or she could be in the village, consoling her friend the flower lady.” Rudley shoved the telephone aside. “Of course, she could be damned near anywhere.”

Brisbois left, shaking his head. Rudley returned to the business of checking reservations. Confirming names and dates against deposits, he found he had to keep going back over the ledgers. The laughter from the veranda was giving him a headache.

“What in hell is wrong with people these days?” he said as he flubbed a set of figures. “A man was murdered yards away and they’re laughing.” So what if they didn’t know the son of a bitch? He shoved the ledger under the counter, pulled out a bottle of scotch and a tumbler, and poured two fingers. A token half-day of silence seemed appropriate. He was the kind of man who stopped his car and removed his hat when a funeral procession passed. And although he was vexed at this stranger for dying in his wine cellar and ruining the start of the summer season, he felt every life deserved a modicum of respect. “Hell,” he said as Tiffany crossed the lobby with a stack of towels, “it has to do with our basic humanity.” For the same reason, he grudgingly opposed the death penalty. “It makes us all murderers,” he said.

Tiffany turned, wild-eyed. “What did you say, Mr. Rudley?”

“It turns us all into murderers,” he said. “The damned death penalty.”

“Yes, sir.” She hurried on.

The laughter on the veranda trickled into the dining room as Gregoire rang the bell for lunch. Leo George thundered up the steps and into the lobby as the clock struck twelve.

“It’s like opening a can of dog food,” Rudley muttered as Mrs. Phipps-Walker weaved down the stairs, checking her watch.

Geraldine Phipps-Walker had been coming to the Pleasant for forty-five years, beginning when Mr. MacIntyre was the proprietor. The rumour was she had had an affair with a lake guide, an assignation she renewed every summer for five years. The affair ended when the guide fell through the ice one winter and drowned. After a season of mourning, she married Norman Phipps-Walker and brought him here every year. Geraldine was a dedicated ornithologist. She declared that the blue herons at the Pleasant were the truest to form she had ever encountered. She dressed sensibly and carried binoculars and a small camera around her neck on a leather thong. Mrs. Phipps-Walker arrived at the bottom of the stairs, went to the door, scanned the lake, nodded, and went on into the dining room.

Rudley knew what the nod meant. Mrs. Phipps-Walker had spotted Norman paddling toward the inn. He had come off the lake for breakfast and gone back out the moment Brisbois released him. Norman had had little to tell. He had awakened Garrett Thomas at four, as arranged. At four-fifteen, they stopped by the kitchen to pick up a thermos of coffee. They had got their boats, which had been tied up at the dock the night before, and headed out to the shoals.

Norman secured the boat and headed toward the inn with his fishing rod and pillow.

“No luck?” Rudley asked as Norman entered the lobby.

“They’re not biting today.”

“Thomas brought in a dandy this morning.”

Norman grimaced. “He seems to have all the luck, doesn’t he?”

Rudley finished his drink and shoved the glass under the counter. He was thinking of dropping around to the kitchen to see what looked enticing and perhaps irritate Gregoire by asking him to rustle up a mess of poutine.

Brisbois and Creighton chose that moment to return.

Brisbois fixed Rudley with a blank stare. “Your wife doesn’t seem to be at the cottage.”

“She must have gone into Middleton. Is her car there?”

“We didn’t see a car.”

“Bob’s your uncle.”

“When did you last see your wife?”

“How in hell would I know?”

Brisbois rolled his eyes.

“What I mean is, it’s been hell around here. Getting ready for the summer season. We close for two weeks and work like dogs.”

“You and Mrs. Rudley had a fight. She moved out, and you can’t remember when that was?”

“It wasn’t a fight.” Rudley reached under the desk, pulled out a chamois, and gave the counter a vigorous polish. He draped the cloth over his shoulder. “You see, I think Margaret invents these things when she wants privacy. She pretends to be mad at me about some imaginary situation. Like insulting the florist.”

“It sounds as if you did insult the florist.”

“She’s damned delicate if she thought my remarks constituted an insult. You can’t be sensitive if you’re in business.” He shrugged. “In any event, the next thing I knew, Margaret was taking herself up to the High Birches.”

“And that’s the last time you saw her?”

Rudley put a finger to his lips, eyes shifting side to side. “I think I saw her after that, but I’m not sure exactly when. It might have been yesterday. Actually, I’m not sure if I saw her. I was in the closet behind the reception desk, looking for a box of receipts. She came up behind me and said something about the cat, something about picking up the cat.”

Brisbois took out his notebook, stood, pen poised. “Was the cat at the vet’s?”

“I don’t think so.”

Brisbois sighed. “One of the windows in the door up there’s broken. Did you know that?”

“No.” Rudley stepped out from behind the desk. “Lloyd?”

Something fell on the floor down the hall. Within seconds, Lloyd materialized.

“Did you know one of the windows in the door at the High Birches is broken?”

“Weren’t yesterday.”

Brisbois turned to him. “Did you see Mrs. Rudley yesterday?”

“Did do. She came up to the garden to get some leaf lettuce.”

“Did you see her today?”

“Nope.”

Rudley retreated behind the desk.

Brisbois leaned over the desk. “How do you think the window got broken, Rudley?”

“Margaret probably tossed something, contemplating my iniquities.”

“How often do you and the missus have these spats?”

“Once or twice a year.”

“Maybe three or four,” Lloyd said, oblivious to Rudley’s glare.

Brisbois shook his head. “If my wife moved out on me three or four times a year, I think I could keep that straight.”

Rudley’s jaw tightened. “I don’t like your insinuations, Detective. Margaret has been doing this for twenty-seven years. We work sixteen hours a day. We eat in the kitchen ninety per cent of the time — sometimes together. If I don’t find Margaret in my bed, I assume she’s at the High Birches. The years run together. I’m too busy to keep track of these things, year to year. Unlike some people.”

“What if she wasn’t in your bed because something had happened to her?”

“If anything happened to Margaret, someone would tell me.”

There was a long pause while Brisbois contemplated this. “Do you ever talk to your wife, Rudley?” he said finally.

“Of course I do. When she’s not being ridiculous, we’re a normal married couple.”

Brisbois tipped back his hat, rubbed his forehead. “Mr. Rudley, would you get the key to your wife’s cottage and come with me?”

“I propose we take the solution of this murder on as a vacation project,” said Miss Miller.

Peter Leslie arrived in the dining room at that moment, paused, and glanced about uncertainly.

“That gentleman seems to be alone,” Simpson said. “Shall we invite him to join us?”

No one objected. Simpson stood as Leslie neared their table. “Sir, I believe you’ve just arrived. Would you care to join us for lunch?”

Leslie smiled, showing teeth fit for a dental commercial. “Why, that’s very gracious of you.” He offered his hand. “Peter Leslie. Montreal.”

“Edward Simpson, Toronto, by way of London. Elizabeth Miller from Toronto and Mr. Garrett Thomas from Chicago.”

“Chicago.” Leslie made himself at home at the table and signalled for Tim. “I’ll start with a martini, very dry, please. Chicago. I did my MBA at the University of Chicago.” He paused. “Garrett Thomas. Name rings a bell.”

“It’s a common name.”

“No, I’m thinking way back. Something in the paper while I was at school.”

“You’re probably thinking of Garfield Thomas. He was a fixture in municipal politics in the old days.”

Leslie hesitated, then flashed a smile. “Probably. Wonderful city though.”

Miss Miller leaned across the table. “Did you hear there was a murder here this morning? A John Doe was found, stabbed to death, in the wine cellar.”

Leslie raised his brows. “So that’s why the officer is posted at the door.”

“I was just saying we should take the murder on as a vacation project.”

Leslie shook his head, “Oh, I think that’s a matter best left to the police.”

“What else do you gentlemen have to do except sit on the porch, drinking bourbon, and perhaps go out in the morning to outwit a few helpless fish?”

“Fishing is a test of character,” Thomas said. “Intelligence, logic, skill, knowledge of one’s adversary.”

“Victims.”

Leslie sent her a questioning look.

“The fish are not adversaries. They are victims.”

“And delicious with a good tartar sauce,” Leslie said with a wicked smile.

“Fish much, Leslie?” Thomas asked.

“Jogging is my recreation. Keeps me trim.”

Thomas curled his lip.

Tim arrived with the martini.

“I’ll have the chicken salad,” Leslie said.

Tim gathered up the plates. “Will anyone be having dessert?”

“I’ll take coffee and dessert on the veranda.” Miss Miller jumped up and headed for the door. Simpson paused for a moment, then made his apologies and followed.

“I’m sorry,” she said when he caught up with her. “That man was playing footsies with me.”

“Mr. Thomas?”

“No, Mr. Leslie.”

“Are you sure you have the right key?”

Rudley gave Brisbois a sour look. “There’s nothing wrong with the key. It’s the damned gloves you have me in.”

Brisbois hitched up his pants. “If there’s been a crime committed here, I’d rather not have your paws all over everything.”

“There’s no cause to be abusive.” Rudley threw his shoulder into the door. The door sprung open.

A fat grey cat gave them a disdainful look, then pounced off the couch and circled Rudley’s legs, mewling.

“The cat must hate you,” Brisbois said. “Cats never come near anyone who likes them.” He hunkered down, held his hand out. “Kitty, kitty.”

The cat ignored him.

Brisbois straightened, glanced around. “Stay here. Creighton, come with me.”

A few minutes later, Brisbois called out, “Come here, Rudley.” When Rudley appeared in the doorway, he said. “Notice anything?”

“The bed’s not made. It’s not like Margaret to go away and leave the bed unmade.”

Brisbois took a pen from his pocket, reached under the bed and dragged out something half-hidden by the flounce. “Didn’t take her purse either. Is this her regular purse, Rudley?”

“I suppose.”

“You suppose?”

“Margaret doesn’t keep a lot of purses going. I assume that’s the current one.”

Brisbois opened the purse, sorted through. “Wallet’s here. Eighty dollars in twenties. Credit cards. No keys and her car’s gone. Doesn’t make sense,” he muttered. “To go off somewhere, leaving your money and all of your identification behind.”

The cat had followed them into the bedroom. It followed them out, chirping as Brisbois wandered toward the kitchen.

“The cat’s food bowl is empty.”

“That’s not Margaret at all.”

“Come here.” Brisbois returned to the bedroom and opened the closet door. “Anything missing?”

“Just Margaret. She’s definitely missing.”

“Did she bring a suitcase down?”

Rudley stared into the closet. “There’s that red Samsonite,” he said hopefully.

Brisbois shook his head. “What was she wearing when you last saw her?”

Rudley stared at the closet. “Some sort of skirt and blouse.”

“Would that be them? Those ones in the closet?”

“I’m not sure.”

Brisbois sighed. “Do you remember anything important she might have said, any recent conversation…apart from that last conversation you can’t remember?”

“She gave me hell for insulting the florist and said she was going to the Birches.”

“Before that, while the two of you were friendlier, do you recall anything she said that might be relevant?”

Rudley shook his head.

“I don’t suppose you’d remember if she had any clothes down here that might be missing.”

Rudley shuffled over to the closet, stared at the contents as if trying to decipher the Rosetta stone. “Damned if I know.”

Brisbois took a turn around the room. “So Margaret left, saying she was annoyed with the way you’d treated the florist. And you can’t remember any recent conversation that might shed light on her whereabouts.”

Rudley put his hands on his hips, looked to the ceiling for inspiration. “We had dinner. We talked about Gregoire’s coquilles St. Jacques. First rate. We discussed putting it on the menu as a regular item and decided not to.”

“Too expensive?”

“Margaret thought we should save it for special occasions. I believe she was right.”

“Gregoire suggested we add asparagus crêpes as a regular item for the vegetarians.”

“And?”

Rudley looked at him blankly.

“And that’s all you talked about?”

“No. We talked about her Aunt Pearl. She’s coming down sometime this week. She usually spends the summer here.”

“Did you argue about that?”

“No. Pearl’s fine. As long as you lock up the silver.”

“Kleptomaniac?”

“At least. But she plays a good game of poker and the guests love her. The regulars even know where to look if their jewellery goes missing.”

“If you don’t mind me saying so, you run a strange place.” Brisbois jingled his keys. “We’ll be going over this place with a fine-toothed comb. In the meantime, I need three things: a recent picture of Mrs. Rudley, a list of her friends and usual haunts — with phone numbers — and take the cat up to the inn. Since you’re so forgetful, you might ask one of your employees to feed her. If the cat dies of starvation, I’ll charge you.”

Rudley looked hurt. “That’s hitting below the belt.”

“And give me your car keys.”

“What in hell for?”

“So I can keep tabs on you.” He held up his hand as Rudley started to protest. “I’m going to ask the same of your guests and employees. The officer at the door will be responsible for them. You can get them from him when you need them. He, of course, will keep me apprised of your comings and goings.”

“Sounds illegal.”

“I suppose I could lock you all up.”

“I’m calling my lawyer.”

“You do that. In the meantime, what’s the name of that florist again?”

“Frances Blount. She runs a place in Middleton called The Flower Company.”

Brisbois entered the information in his notebook. “All right. The cottage is off limits. I’m posting an officer.”

“Why don’t you bring in the army? Surround the place with a SWAT team? The guests could amuse themselves with archery practice.”

“That could be construed as a threat.” Brisbois turned to Creighton. “Brief forensics. And call headquarters and ask for another uniform.”

Rudley returned to the inn, left the cat in Tiffany’s care, and ensconced himself at the front desk, hoping to reclaim the day.

A fine kettle of fish. A man dead in the wine cellar. Margaret’s cottage broken into. And why did Margaret choose today of all days to go gallivanting? She would be upset about the cottage. Although nothing had been stolen — at least, as far as he could tell — it was her sanctum sanctorum. And when Brisbois told her — as he was sure he would — of how little he remembered of their conversation, she would punish him by staying away for another week.

He didn’t believe he deserved to be punished in this way. Why didn’t she simply instigate a loud, nasty fight and have it done with? Why didn’t she take him by the shoulders, look into his eyes, and state clearly what she wanted him to hear? After twenty-seven years, she knew he was apt to be inattentive.

Margaret was a great girl, really, in spite of her quirks. If he hadn’t been so busy, he would have missed her immediately. She never complained about his devotion to the Pleasant. She was devoted to it herself. But she was subject to sporadic flightiness, a trait, he guessed she had inherited from her Aunt Pearl.

Pearl Dutton had emigrated from England not long after they bought the inn. She worked as a telephone operator for the Althouse Telephone Company until it closed down, then as a sales clerk at Eaton’s in Montreal. She had moonlighted as a singer whenever she could get a gig. She could remember every song she had performed in some of the best second-rate lounges in Montreal and London. More recently, her gigs revolved around the Legion where she did heartfelt renditions of Vera Lynn. Pearl called herself an artiste. Margaret shared her artistic bent. Doing watercolours in her spare time. Rather accomplished, she was. He had had many offers for the landscape that hung over the fireplace in the lounge. He wouldn’t think of parting with it. It was the view from the window of their honeymoon cottage in Cornwall.

He cocked an eyebrow. Their anniversary. Had he forgotten their anniversary? He took out his wallet and thumbed through it until he found his list of important dates. Heaved a sigh of relief. He hadn’t.

He would send Tiffany to tidy up and Lloyd to repair the window as soon as Brisbois finished messing about. He couldn’t have Margaret return to find her refuge in a shambles.

“If I find out who did that, I’ll tear him from limb to limb,” he said out loud.

But where was Margaret? He leaned over the desk, muffling his ears with his palms, trying to recapture the last time he had seen her. He grimaced. He hadn’t actually seen her. That disembodied voice could have belonged to someone pretending to be Margaret. Perhaps Tiffany.

Why in hell would Tiffany pretend to be Margaret? He drew his torso off the desk, propped himself up on his elbows.

To give him a hard time for yelling at her. Because Margaret put her up to it. She had had it with him and left for parts unknown, leaving Tiffany to her subterfuge to allow herself the time for a clean getaway.

He let his head sag between his hands and stared at the desk. Margaret was too straightforward to do something like that. If she had planned to leave him, she would have said so. Up front: “Rudley, I’ve had you up to the gills. I’m leaving you.”

He ground his palms into his ears. She could have been saying that the day he had his head stuck in the closet: “Rudley, the cat. Rudley, I’m leaving you, you rat.”

He released his ears, slammed his fist into the desk. Margaret would not leave him. Margaret loved the inn. And he was part of the inn, as much as the veranda, the lake, or the dining room where the guests were even now mowing down linguini, oblivious to his distress.

He cupped his fist in his palm, tenderly massaging the metacarpals. He turned toward the closet. He had to do something useful while he formulated his plan. What plan? He didn’t have a clue what to do next.

The veranda door popped open. Sharp little steps tapped across the lobby. The steps ended at the desk with a thump.

Oblivious, Rudley hauled a box down from the top shelf, balanced it against his chest, and dropped it as someone gave the bell a smack.

“You could at least help me with my bags.”

He turned. “What in hell are you doing here?”

“Rudley, sweet as always.” Aunt Pearl came around the desk, arms extended. She wrapped them around his chest. “Give me a hug.”

He flapped his arms against her back. She barely reached his armpits.

She released him, held him at arm’s length. “You look like hell.”

“I didn’t know you were arriving today.”

“I rolled into Provenchure at the ungodly hour of 6:00 am. Margaret was supposed to pick me up. I waited forever. Finally, I decided to go for breakfast, leaving a note with the stationmaster. When I returned, still no Margaret. So I did a little window-shopping. Had an aperitif or two…”

“At 6:00 am?”

“Then I got a cab.”

“Why didn’t you call?”

“I tried. Several times. Your line has been busy since eight.” She paused, looked at him closely. “What’s wrong with you, Rudley?”

His hound-dog eyes met her inquisitive blues. “Nothing.”

“Something’s wrong. Normally, you would have uttered three profanities by now.”

“Nothing, Pearl. It’s nothing.” He put an arm around her. “Why don’t you grab a bite? Gregoire is serving a nice Pinot Noir with a dash of linguini.”

“What’s for dessert?”

“Petits fours and rhubarb pie with a lattice crust.”

“Does he have any canned spaghetti?”

“Don’t tease Gregoire.” He steered her toward the dining room, aiming her toward a table near the window. She stopped to acknowledge smiles and hellos as they passed.

“Who’s the young couple on the veranda?”

“Elizabeth Miller and Edward Simpson. They aren’t a couple.”

“I’ll bet they could be.”

He seated her hastily. “So could George Bush and Margaret Thatcher. We don’t need to encourage them.”

“Pearl, welcome home.” Tim swept into the dining room. “I didn’t know you were coming today.”

“I came just to see you, my young Paul Newman. He’s just a young Paul Newman, isn’t he?”

“He’s a young something.”

“Any auditions?”

“Pearl, the man’s working. You can chat later. Coffee for me,” he said to Tim. “A magnum of swill and a can of spaghetti for Pearl.”

“I can’t wait to tell Gregoire.” Tim spun off into the kitchen.

“I see Mrs. P.W. is back. What a bore. No wonder Norman sacks out in his boat.”

“He’s quiet and so far he hasn’t sunk anything.”

“I suppose there’s something to be said for everybody.” Her gaze drifted toward the window. “Who are those dashing older gentlemen on the veranda?”

“The one with the moustache and the permanent scowl is Garrett Thomas. The other one is Peter Leslie.”

“Debonair.”

“If you’re willing to settle for the matinee idol sort.”

Gregoire rushed out of the kitchen, bunching his chef’s hat to his chest. “Aunt Pearl.”

“Gregoire.” She turned each cheek for a kiss.

He clicked his heels and grabbed the bottle of wine Tim held out. “Let me pour. I am going to make you a dishy little quiche that will make your taste buds swoon. I know that can of spaghetti is you pulling my leg.”

“If you don’t have the Libby’s, the quiche will do just fine.” She pulled at his sleeve. “Sit down, boys. Give me the news, Gregoire. Did anything come of that little number in St. Tropez?”

“Nothing permanent.”

“Love ’em and leave ’em. That was my credo at your age.”

“I’m footloose and fancy-free.”

“You are a man after my own heart.” She tested the wine. “Exquisite. Now, why is Rudley looking like the wreck of the Hesperus?”

“Tiffany found a body in the wine cellar.”

“You don’t say.”

“A man. Apparently, he was stabbed.”

“No one we know,” Tim said. “No one anyone knows as far as we can tell. The police are all over the place.”

Pearl smirked. “The Pleasant. You should have called it The Present. Come here and you’ll be alive for the present.”

Rudley looked stricken.

Pearl dabbed her lips with a serviette, leaving a smear of Sweet Scarlet. “I don’t mean to criticize, Rudley, but you have had a bad run. Dead body in the wine cellar. What was it last year?”

“Heart attack,” said Gregoire. “Mr. Baldwin in room six.”

“And the year before that it was the boat thing,” said Tim.

Pearl shook her head. “Remember that first year, Rudley? Some fool got his scarf tangled in the ski lift. I can still see him dangling there.”

“Didn’t happen at the Pleasant,” Rudley said.

“He was a guest.”

“I don’t remember hearing about that one,” Gregoire said.

“Long before your time,” Pearl said. “We don’t talk about it often. He hung up there for an hour before they were able to cut him down.” She looked at Rudley, who managed to look angry and deflated at the same time. “It’s not your fault, Rudley.” She hoisted her wine. “Remember the newlyweds? She fed him several digitalis tablets. Dead as a doornail.”

“That was definitely an accident,” Rudley said. “The poor old doll got them mixed up with his saccharin.”

“Bad luck is bad luck.” Pearl drained her glass, held it out for a refill. “Well, now that that’s out of the way, where’s my darling niece?”

“We don’t know.” Gregoire jumped as Rudley kicked him under the table. “I’ll see to your quiche.”

Pearl looked at Rudley.

“We don’t know where Margaret is at the moment,” he said.

“Where was she at the last moment?”

“At the High Birches.”

“Oh, another of those.”

“It was nothing.”

“When do you expect her back?”

Rudley cleared his throat. “We’re not sure.”

“She set out to fetch me and she got lost, didn’t she?”

Rudley didn’t answer. If Margaret had failed to keep her promise to meet Aunt Pearl, something was seriously wrong.

Pearl patted him on the arm. “You’ve got to get yourself together, Rudley.”

“I’m all right, Pearl.”

“You’ve got a sassy staff, you’ve got a dead man in your basement, and you’ve lost Margaret.”

“The staff’s always been sassy. You too, Pearl. The body’s gone and I’m sure Margaret will show up.”

“If she’s not here by sundown, Rudley, you’re in a lot of trouble.” She stood up. “I’m going out to the kitchen to see if Gregoire has something light.”

“I’ve never considered brandy something light.”

“Be nice, Rudley.”

Rudley wrapped his hands around his coffee. By suppertime, Pearl would be royally stewed. The guests were out of control. The unfortunate event in the cellar had, it seemed, given them licence to jump the traces and move away from the sedate and benign routine he strived to maintain. Next thing he knew, they’d be getting sauced, swinging their legs over the railing, feet bare, making rude gestures at the little paddle boats from the inn up the bay. Hotel guests were like kids at camp. They deserved their fun, but required direction.

He refused to believe that anything bad had happened to Margaret. The demeanour of the staff assured him nothing was wrong. The staff loved Margaret. They wouldn’t be horsing around if they thought she had come to harm. He recalled Margaret’s words as they prepared for the summer season: “We’re going to have the perfect summer, Rudley.” She hadn’t added — although it hung between them — “not like the others with all those hearses and ambulances roaring around and all those moments of silence with the flag at half mast.”

The idea of another flag at half mast depressed him. He loved the flag, loved dashing out to run it up the pole as soon as the sun rose over the line of cedars, loved the sentiment of the sunset ceremony that marked the end of a day on the water or tramping in the woods or playing croquet on the expansive lawn and the ushering in of the evening activities — marshmallow roasts, little theatre, ballroom dancing, Yahtzee tournaments, with Margaret presiding over it all, making every event a celebration.

At times like that, he didn’t even hate the guests as much as he professed. Some of the older ladies had been coming here for years. The cottages were their summer homes. He expected the Sawchucks and the Phipps-Walkers would be coming here as long as he was at the helm. He imagined the guests growing older. He could see himself wheeling Mrs. P.W. down to the marsh to bother the ducks, tethering Norman to the dock with his fishing pole and pillow. Perhaps Miller and Simpson would get together, come back year after year, bringing their children. That thought snapped him back to reality.

He hated kids.










Chapter Five

Miss Miller ducked under a branch. Mr. Simpson reached to sweep another from her path.

“I don’t think we’re going to find anything, Miss Miller.”

“We haven’t even started.”

“The shoes could be anywhere.”

Miss Miller peered through the trees toward the inn. “My guess is they’re right under our noses.”

“Why would he remove his shoes?”

“Perhaps he thought they would make too much noise.”

“Why wouldn’t he simply wear plimsolls if noise were of concern to him?”

She sat down on a stump, rested her chin on folded hands, and looked directly into his eyes. Simpson blushed. The thick glasses only added to her beauty in his estimation, giving her a dreamy look quite at odds with her rather sharp personality.

“Of course, we’re assuming the victim came here with criminal intent,” she said.

“If he didn’t have criminal intent, why was he skulking around?”

“We can’t assume he was skulking.”

“If he didn’t have criminal intent, why didn’t he come to the front door?”

“It was the middle of the night.” She hugged her knees. “Let’s assume he didn’t come here with criminal intent. He came here…because he was enticed. Someone owed him money. That person lured him here on the pretense of settling the debt.”

He thought for a moment. “Possibly. Although, why would he choose the Pleasant? And why in the middle of the night?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Because the person who murdered him is staying at the Pleasant.”

“Perhaps.”

“The murderer is among us,” she said.

He glanced over his shoulder. “I suppose you could be right.” The light filtering through the leaves turned her hair to spun copper. At that point, he would have been willing to suppose anything. Anything at all. He hesitated. “But why did his shoes go missing?”

“There was something about his shoes that would serve to identify him.”

“Such as?”

“Perhaps he was wearing cowboy boots. Snakeskin with silver toe caps.”

“He didn’t look like that sort of man.”

“Perhaps they were the sort of shoes associated with a particular profession — he was a workman or a military man.” She gave him a peeved look. “Edward, it’s your turn to think of something. About his shoes, I mean.”

“He had his name stamped on the soles. He was wearing women’s shoes. Size thirteen spikes. Fuchsia.” He stopped, chastened by her expression. “I don’t mean to be facetious. I simply don’t have any ideas of merit.”

His words hovered between them. She looked over his shoulder. Brightened. “That’s it. I can’t believe I’m so clever.”

He smiled.

“No one mentioned finding his car.”

“Not that I’ve heard.”

“Therefore, he came by boat,” she concluded. “And if that boat were a canoe, he would have found conventional shoes uncomfortable. Therefore, he removed them.”

He leaned forward. “Now, that’s interesting.”

“He landed the canoe, threw his shoes up onto the dock. But he missed. The shoes either fell short or sailed right over the dock.”

“He had to walk across the lawn in his stocking feet. The grass was damp with dew. Ergo his stockings were wet.”

“He probably tried to retrieve his shoes, but it was dark and the water would be at least six feet deep. So he wandered up to the inn and made his way to the wine cellar where someone murdered him.” She bit her lip in concentration. “What should we consider next?”

We should consider tearing off each other’s clothes and making passionate love right here beside the bog, Edward thought. He gulped. “I suppose we should wonder what happened to the canoe.”

She smiled. “Exactly.”

“If I didn’t want to be seen, I would paddle into the boathouse and tie the canoe up there. I would then skulk up the side of the house behind the shrubbery.”

“Let’s go.”

She grabbed his hand. They scrambled down the slope, giggling like schoolchildren.

“This is a bit of a lark,” he said as they stopped beside the boathouse.

She put a finger to her lips. “We should be quiet. The murderer may be watching our every move.”

“If someone spots us, we can just say we ducked in here to…get out of the sun. Or because we heard a frog.” He smiled. “That’s it. We were on a nature hike. We heard a frog in the boathouse and had to identify it.”

He let her lead the way, something she seemed intent on doing anyway. She had a pleasing body, neat and compact. But it was her mind and manner that compelled him. No, he thought. That wasn’t true at all. He was thinking that way because he had grown up in the feminist age. He liked her body. A lot. He needn’t be ashamed, he told himself. After all, a man could entertain whatever thoughts he wanted. She was nice to be around in all sorts of ways. Going to bed with her would be an exhilarating experience. He paused. It would be terrifying. He had a feeling Miss Miller always got what she wanted.

“Look,” he said. “A cormorant.” He pointed out the bird perched on a stump halfway down the bay.

She drew him on.

They reached the boathouse.

“We’re in luck,” she said. “The door’s on this side. They won’t be able to see us from the inn.”

She tested the door, swung it open, and looked in.

Simpson peered over her shoulder. “Rudley keeps it in tip-top shape.”

“Neatness may be his only virtue.” She pulled him inside and closed the door. A rack on one side held a half-dozen canoes. Two rowboats and a motor boat were moored along the far side.

“What do you suppose the practice is if you want to take out a canoe?”

“You ask at the desk.”

“And then?”

“Someone, usually Lloyd, takes one from the rack by the dock. I suppose if those are engaged, he takes one from the boathouse.”

“Do they bring them into the boathouse at night?”

“I don’t believe so. I imagine they leave most of them on the rack. Unless the weather’s unusually inclement.”

She picked her way along the platform. He followed, resisting the urge to topple her into the water for the pleasure of rescuing her. He was an excellent swimmer.

“Orange, red, and green,” she said, staring at the canoes. “Otherwise, they’re identical. Except for that one.”

“Quite right. All the others bear the inn’s logo. That one has a set of serial numbers.”

“That must be the canoe our victim arrived in.”

“We mustn’t jump to conclusions. Rudley could have a misfit.”

“Help me up.”

He hesitated.

“I want to see if our misfit is damp.” She looked at him over her shoulder. “Edward, I need a lift.”

He bent down, let her climb onto his shoulders. He blushed. A little personal, but not difficult. She was light and balanced herself well.

She squealed in triumph. “We were right, Edward. It’s the only one that’s damp. You can let me down now.”

He squatted. She dismounted.

“We need to tell Brisbois, straight away,” he said.

She frowned. “I don’t know. I don’t trust him to come to the correct conclusion. He’ll probably accuse Rudley of stealing the canoe. I don’t think he’s very good. He didn’t know the man’s socks were wet until Lloyd pointed it out.”

“We can’t withhold information.”

She lifted the lid of a large cedar box that turned out to contain life preservers, their tapes carefully tied. “You’re right. Rudley does keep things in good order.” She closed the lid. The next box contained nautical cord. “Come on.” She grabbed his hand. “We’ve got to check the other canoes.”

Her hand lingered. He would have followed her anywhere.

They were startled by the sound of someone thrashing around in the tall grass behind the boathouse.

Miss Miller went to the window and stood on tiptoes to peer out. “It’s Mr. Phipps-Walker.”

Phipps-Walker was slashing about with a walking stick. He stopped, stared at the boathouse, then circled toward the side door.

They looked at each other. Miss Miller threw herself into Simpson’s arms. “Try to look convincing, Edward.”

The door swung open. Phipps-Walker staggered back in surprise. Miss Miller broke her embrace, tugged primly at the collar of her blouse. “Why, Mr. Phipps-Walker, what are you doing here?”

“I was hoping to scare up some frogs.”

“Oh,” said Simpson, “you’re a herpetologist.”

“I was planning on trying one on a muskie.”

Miss Miller bristled. “You want to use the poor things for bait? That’s disgraceful.”

“Frogs get eaten by fish every day, Miss Miller.”

“What do you think Mr. Rudley would think about you poaching his frogs?”

“I can’t see that they’re his.”

“They’re on his property.”

He looked aggrieved. “I suppose I should leave you to get back to whatever.”

Miss Miller watched through the window as Mr. Phipps-Walker trudged back toward the inn. “What do you think he was really doing here?”

“Looking for frogs. He doesn’t strike me as a murderer. I think he and Thomas have a rivalry going over their fishing. He’s probably hoping to find an advantage.”

She grabbed his hand. “Let’s get out of here before anyone else comes in.”

She dropped his hand once they were out of the boathouse and sailed off toward the dock. He drifted along in her wake.

Several canoes were stacked in a rack near the dock.

“All P’s,” Simpson said.

“Identical to the others.”

“Do you want to take out a canoe?” Lloyd materialized from behind the rack.

“Yes.” Miss Miller scrutinized the canoes with the discerning eye of Imelda Marcos in a shoe store. “Let’s take the orange one, Edward.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer a red one, Elizabeth?” He blushed. There. He’d done it. He’d used her first name.

“I like green,” Lloyd said. “Except in duck-hunting season.”

“Let’s take the green one.”

“Green it is.”

“Do they all come with that P on the side, Lloyd?”

“Every single one. P’s for the Pleasant. Mrs. Rudley paints them on.”

A few minutes later, they were paddling away from the inn.

“You do this rather well,” he said.

“Brown Owls, Girl Scouts. I spent every summer of my life in a boat.”

“I’m used to sculls, mainly.”

“That odd canoe is significant.”

“It could be the personal property of one of the guests, or one of the staff.”

“Rest,” she said. She balanced the paddle across her knees. “It was damp.”

“True.”

“That canoe is an important piece of evidence.”

“Which we must share with the police.”

“Not until we’ve confirmed our suspicions.”

He raised his brows.

“I have a plan,” she said. She spun the paddle into the water and headed down the lake.

“We’re not supposed to be here, Pearl.” Rudley hovered behind Pearl as she pushed at the door to the High Birches.

“No, you’re not.” Brisbois opened the door, catching Pearl before she fell headlong into the room.

Pearl tried in vain to duck under his arm. “I’m trying to find out what happened to Margaret.”

“We’re working on it, Miss Dutton.”

“You aren’t working on it very well.”

“Be patient. We’ve just started the investigation.” He motioned her back from the door. “You know you’re not allowed past the police tape.”

“I told you,” said Rudley.

“Something’s happened to Margaret and you’re trying to cover up.”

“There’s no indication your niece met with foul play.”

“Except the window’s broken, the cottage is ransacked, and Margaret is missing.”

“We don’t know that she’s missing.”

“She’s not here. I call that missing.”

Brisbois turned to Rudley. “Please take Miss Dutton back to the inn.” When Rudley reacted as if he’d been asked to pick up a rattlesnake, he relented. “Is there anything in particular you were hoping to find here?”

“I wanted to see if Margaret got my letter. If she had got my letter, she wouldn’t have wandered off.”

“Sometimes letters get lost in the mail.”

“Why in hell didn’t you just phone her?” Rudley asked. “Don’t tell me. You refuse to make the phone company rich.”

“Not after they shut down the independent.”

“That was decades ago.”

“Did Mrs. Rudley have her mail delivered here?”

“The staff brings it to her when she’s here,” said Rudley.

Brisbois swept the hair off his forehead. “I guess it wouldn’t do any harm to take another look. If Mrs. Rudley was expecting Miss Dutton she probably wouldn’t have taken off. Unless, of course, she’d made some other plans and had asked you to pick up her aunt, Rudley.”

“I’m sure she didn’t,” said Rudley, who wasn’t sure at all.

Brisbois stepped aside. “You can come in, but don’t touch anything. My officers took a good look, though. I don’t recall any mention of personal mail. There were a few invoices for her artwork and ads for workshops. That sort of thing.”

Pearl bristled. “Margaret wouldn’t mix her business and personal mail. I suppose you got that stuff you’re talking about from her desk.”

“Yes.”

“Margaret keeps her personal mail in a little binder with her writing materials. When she’s down here she keeps it in that little footstool over there.” She pointed to a small ottoman covered in green brocade. “The lid flips up. Margaret’s had that stool since she was a girl. She used to keep her letters from her boyfriends there to keep them away from her brother.”

“Did you know about this, Rudley?” Brisbois raised his brows and received only a glare. “Of course, you didn’t.” He pulled on gloves, knelt, and lifted the lid. He took out a packet of letters. “Here’s one from Ralph Dutton.”

“That’s her brother.”

“The one who used to snoop into her mail,” Rudley said.

“He’s in import-export,” Pearl said. “He travels the world, searching for treasures.”

“He imports plastic junk from China.”

“And this one,” Brisbois said, “is a postcard from Pearl Dutton. ‘Arriving village 6:00 am. Meet me.’ She knew you were coming, Miss Dutton.”

“I told you so.”

Brisbois shuffled the envelopes. “Ralph doesn’t have much to say. ‘Dear Margaret, here’s some pictures of me in Indonesia.’ And here are the pictures.”

“A man with a gut should never wear a red sarong,” Rudley murmured.

“And here’s one,” said Brisbois, “postmarked Coventry, England. Mailed ten days ago. From Alberta Beckwith.”

“That’s Margaret’s chum from school,” said Pearl.

Brisbois unfolded the letter, smoothed the paper. “‘Dear Margaret, Blah, blah, blah…’” He paused, eyebrows lifting. “‘And about that other matter, Margaret. Don’t give him another cent’.”

Miss Miller and Mr. Simpson pulled the canoe around the bend and headed back to the inn.

“Look.” Simpson pointed out a flock of ducks feeding in the reeds. He kept up a brisk patter, commenting on the foliage, the quaint cottages, and rock formations, hoping to encourage her to slow down and enjoy a trip he thought had the potential to be quite romantic. To no avail. Miss Miller seemed hell-bent on getting back to the inn in record time. “We’re missing some wonderful scenery,” he said finally.

“Another time, Edward. We have an investigation to pursue.”

“It is a bit fun. We can’t forget that poor chap is dead, though.”

“We can have a memorial service after we find out who he is.”

“Quite.”

Miss Miller cut straight to the dock, ignoring a pair of loons Simpson was straining to look at.

Lloyd was digging in the flower beds beside the path.

“Do you want us to bring the canoe up?” Simpson called out. He stepped onto the dock, extending a hand to Miss Miller.

“It can stay tied up until everybody’s in.”

“Do you work all day and all night?”

“Work when there’s work.”

“Do you look after all the boats, Lloyd?” Miss Miller asked.

“Do. Make sure there’s no dirt on them, no squeaks in the oar locks, no slivers in the oars.”

“And all the canoes are exactly the same?”

“Every single one.”

“There isn’t one with a fish on it or a bear or a set of numbers?”

“Nary a one.”

Miss Miller smiled. “Thank you, Lloyd. He doesn’t know about the mismatched one,” she whispered to Simpson as they walked away. “If we can find out where that canoe came from, we might be able to identify our victim.”

“Possibly.”

“Right.” She stopped, thought for a moment. “Here’s what we’re going to do, Edward.”

Brisbois ushered Pearl and Rudley out of the High Birches, motioning them to sit on the glider. He took out his notebook, turned to a fresh page, and wrote the date, time, location, and names of the principals.

“Did Mrs. Rudley mention this letter?”

Rudley shook his head.

“Not to me,” said Pearl.

“You say this Alberta Beckwith is a friend of your wife’s from school.”

“Birdie,” said Pearl. “We always called her Birdie.”

“What do you think Birdie meant by that last sentence?”

They shook their heads.

“Do either of you know Birdie well?”

“I’ve known her since she was a child,” said Pearl. “I was at her wedding. She married a clergyman.”

“Rudley?”

“I’ve known her for years. She worked at the hotel I trained at in London. She and Margaret shared a flat.”

Brisbois motioned to Creighton who was lingering by the cottage. “Creighton, take Miss Dutton over there.” He indicated a bench a few yards away. “Take her statement. See if you can get a phone number for Birdie.

“Now, Rudley,” he said when they were alone, “what do you think the letter means and please spare me the ‘don’t ask mes’ and ‘how in hell should I knows’.”

“Maybe she’s referring to the prices at the grocery store.”

“How much money does your wife have?”

“I don’t know exactly.”

“A million?”

“No.”

“Half a million?”

“No.”

“How about a hundred thousand?”

“She might.”

“You strike me as an old-fashioned man, Rudley. I find it hard to believe you don’t know your wife’s net worth.”

Rudley shrugged. “Margaret inherited a substantial sum from her grandmother.”

“And she never told you how much?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“No curiosity at all?”

“Look. Her gran had just died. What was I supposed to say? ‘Sorry for your loss, Margaret. How much did the old doll leave you?’” He shrugged. “Besides, I was fond of Gwendolyn. In my own way.”

“So you never asked.”

“No. She never told me exactly. At least, I don’t think she did. After her gran died, she said she had some money to put in if I were still keen on us opening an inn.”

“So she gave you the money.”

“She gave it to the lawyer.”

“But you own the Pleasant.”

“We own it jointly.”

“But you manage it.”

“We both manage it.”

“You’ll have to pardon me, but I don’t see much evidence of her involvement.”

Rudley gave him a withering look. “That’s because she isn’t here.”

“What I’m getting at is you seem to do the lion’s share of the work. She putters around with the florist and takes off whenever she’s fed up with you.”

“Lucky for you Margaret isn’t here.”

“You’re the boss. Everyone consults with you.”

Rudley rolled his eyes. “Yes, they all consult with me. Then they do pretty much what they please.” He folded his arms. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, Brisbois. The inn runs like a clock. I do what I do. Margaret does what she does. Gregoire cooks. Lloyd gardens. Tiffany housekeeps. Tim waits — when he’s not auditioning for walk-on parts. Each of us makes a contribution to the smooth functioning of the Pleasant.”

Brisbois took out a cigarette, offered one to Rudley who accepted. “It’s a nice place, Rudley. You should be proud.”

“It’s the finest inn between Toronto and Montreal.”

“But it could be better if you had more capital. I mean, anything could be better.”

Rudley waved the smoke away. “I know what you’re getting at. I’m not an imbecile. The answer is no. I haven’t been quizzing Margaret about her finances, trying to coax her into adding a casino, booking Céline Dion and Wayne Newton. We like the inn pretty much the way it is. Margaret’s money is Margaret’s money. To do with as she pleases. Buy a Jag, take a trip to Timbuktu, if that’s what she wants.”

“And you wouldn’t object.”

“I wouldn’t be keen on the Jag. She’d probably run herself up a tree with a high-powered vehicle like that. But Margaret wouldn’t buy a Jag. She’s not extravagant. What she spends the most on is her paints and she more than recoups that with her sales. She’s very good, you know.”

Brisbois stubbed his cigarette out on the ground, then pocketed the butt as Rudley glared. “So you have no idea what the letter refers to?”

“Maybe it refers to the gallery owner. Maybe Margaret told Birdie he wanted a bigger commission.”

“Does Margaret usually talk to you about her letters from Birdie?”

Rudley avoided Brisbois’ gaze. “She’ll get a letter and say so and so wrote and so forth. And then she’ll go into detail about so-and-so’s kids and so forth. And so-and-so’s mother and who’s getting married, divorced. Who died. There’s no reason I have to know every detail.”

“So you really don’t pay attention to a word the woman says.”

“Now, see here.”

Brisbois took a step away. “You don’t know where your wife is. You don’t know what the letter means. You don’t know what she said about the cat. You know nothing about this woman’s life. You know something, Rudley? There isn’t a thing about my wife’s life I’m not privy to.”

“Now, that’s abnormal. Women always keep secrets from their husbands.”

“Who told you that? Oprah?”

“Margaret did.”

“On the one and only time you were listening.” Brisbois tucked his notebook into his pocket. “I’ll be taking a look through your wife’s accounts.”

“I don’t think you have the authority to do that.”

Brisbois traced the line of his chin with his middle finger. “Rudley, you have a dead man in your wine cellar. Your wife is missing. Her abode has been broken into. We have a suggestive letter. I won’t have any trouble making a case with the judge. Besides, we may find out something that helps us find her.”

Rudley looked miserable.

“You can go about your business. But don’t put a foot outside the county line. Do you think you could educate your staff and guests about where those lines are?” He walked away without waiting for an answer.

Pearl rejoined Rudley. “What’d he want to know?”

“He was grilling me about Margaret’s finances.”

Pearl strained to get a glimpse of the detectives as they disappeared behind the trees. “Creighton asked me about that, too. He wanted to know a lot more than was his business. And he asked me about Birdie.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing inflammatory. That she’s the proper clergyman’s wife. Does charity work. Has a dog she shows — ugly, bug-eyed animal with ears like a fruit bat’s. She’s absolutely besotted with him.”

“Probably because he resembles Richard.”

“I don’t know why a girl like Birdie married him. Must have done something sinful and sought redemption in marrying a minister.”

“She married a pompous, tight-assed, humourless sod for redemption?”

“You’re right,” she said. “Sounds too Catholic.” She tapped him on the shoulder. “I’m going down for a coffee.”

Rudley sat down on the glider and stared at his feet. He couldn’t understand why Birdie married Richard either. Although, he thought, her father was a man of the cloth.

Birdie had been the convention planner at the hotel. He’d met Margaret at one of her parties.

He smiled a large, lopsided smile. He remembered that evening as though it were yesterday. Standing in a corner, looking grim to hide his bashfulness, thinking about how special this girl Margaret was — not putting on airs, witty without that jaded edge so many of Birdie’s friends admired. He thought she was the prettiest girl in the room, a full-bodied girl with chestnut hair, warm brown eyes, and rosy cheeks. He found the British insufferably class-conscious. But not Margaret. Social status didn’t matter a whit to her. It didn’t matter to him either. When anyone asked where he’d come from, he was proud to speak up and say Galt, Ontario. They could make of that what they wanted. He thought it was the snobbishness that soured him on the experience of managing a London hotel.

He got up, jammed his hands into his pockets, and trundled down the hill. He almost stumbled over Pearl, who had stopped halfway down the slope. She was staring out over the lake, one hand raised to shield her eyes. “Is that Mr. Thomas out there?”

“I believe it is.”

“He’s caught two fish just while I’ve been watching.”

“He’s a veritable fishing machine.”

“He has such nice tight ears,” she said.

“Do you want to do the talking this time?” Simpson pulled the car over at the seventh canoe-rental establishment and turned to Miss Miller, his eyes sparkling with merriment.

She tucked her chin and gave him an oblique look. “I acknowledge the types who rent canoes don’t seem to want to have any truck with women.”

“It’s their loss.” He got out of the car and went around to open the passenger door. He noticed she had waited for him after his third attempt. Perhaps she had decided the types who rented canoes also thought a woman should wait for the man to open the car door.

The man working by the canoes glanced at them but didn’t come over. Miss Miller took a note from her purse and flashed it at Simpson like a Clue card.

He nodded. “I think I’ve memorized the numbers.”

Of the six places they’d visited, three had interesting logos — a moose, a duck, a leaping trout. One carried the name of the proprietor — Dack. The other two, with no imagination, used a serial number followed by a letter.

They wandered toward the canoes. The man continued to ignore them.

Miss Miller grabbed Simpson’s wrist. “Look.”

He nodded.

The man came over. “Can I help you?”

“We’ve been thinking of purchasing a canoe,” Miss Miller said, slipping her arm through Simpson’s. “But we wanted to try one first. The different types and so forth.”

He shrugged. “These are all the same, ma’am.”

“Should we take one for a spin?” Miss Miller turned to the proprietor. “Do you rent by the hour?”

“By the day.”

She sighed. “Alex, why don’t we come back when we have more time?”

“Splendid idea, Agatha.”

“I suppose we’d need to sign a contract, leave a deposit.”

“Just a rental agreement, ma’am.”

“You don’t worry about someone stealing one?”

“Sometimes. I had one stolen just the other night, as a matter of fact.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Simpson. “I suppose the police will catch the culprit.”

The proprietor grimaced. “I doubt it. Whoever took it has probably painted over my number by now.”

Simpson nodded. “Thank you for showing us around. We’ll come back when we have time to take one out.” He took Miss Miller’s arm. “Won’t we, dear?”

“We will, Alex.”

They backed away, waving.

“We have to go back to the boathouse.”

“Why?”

“To see if we can find anything else interesting about the canoe.”

“Such as?”

“Fibres and so forth.”

“I believe that sort of thing is called ‘evidence’,” he said. “We mustn’t tamper with evidence.” He looked at her as sternly as he could. “Elizabeth.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry, Edward. I have a plan.”










Chapter Six

Margaret Rudley knew where she was and feared her situation was rather desperate. It could take days before someone thought to look for her here. She was locked in a cabin at an abandoned lodge on the bad side of the lake. Bad in that the shoreline was jammed with weeds. Good for a wildlife sanctuary. Hopeless for swimming or launching a boat. Thick with mosquitoes and cursed with an obnoxious sulfur odour from a stagnant pond. The cottages huddled on little islands of hardpan connected by wagon roads. The remainder of the property was largely bog and quicksand.

One moment, she was snug in her bed at the High Birches; the next, attacked by two men, bound hand and foot, gagged, and blindfolded. Some time later, one of the men returned. He dragged her from her cottage and shoved her into the back seat of her car. She knew it was her car because it smelled of lavender. She had purchased some in Middleton the day before and guessed a few sprigs had spilled onto the floor.

Her captor brought her to the Whispering Pines, a ridiculous name given the decidedly unpinelike smells of sulfur, rotting wood, and mildew. He had loosened the shackles on her legs but left her hands tied quite tightly. He had fastened a thick rope around her waist and tossed it over a beam, allowing her a ten-foot circle of freedom. Rather like being a dog on a tie out, she thought. He had cut a small hole at the centre of the duct tape. She remained blindfolded. The door was locked from the outside. She had discovered this by throwing her shoulder into it several times.

Her captor had left her a chamber pot of sorts — an empty lard bucket she assumed — that he had scavenged from the defunct kitchen. Since she had been captured in a knee-length nightgown, using it had not been impossible. He had left once and returned with a jug of Kool-Aid with a straw. The hole in the duct tape was just large enough to accommodate the straw. He then muttered something about it being 4:30 and left.

He hadn’t been back since.

By rubbing her head against the wall like an elk shedding velvet, she managed to dislodge the blindfold. It settled over her left eye, giving her a rakish air she might have appreciated if her circumstances had been less dire.

She focused on staying calm and reviewed her options.

At the moment, they seemed limited.

The worst part — for the moment, at least — was that she hadn’t shown up to pick up Aunt Pearl. “Rudley,” she had said to his back as he rummaged in the closet, “I’m leaving early tomorrow to pick up my aunt.” She sighed. Knowing Rudley, he hadn’t heard a word she’d said.

She regretted she and Rudley had parted in the process of an argument. They had been married twenty-seven years. They had had their share of disagreements, most of them the result of Rudley blowing his lid over trivialities. In her experience, Rudley behaved much more sensibly in desperate circumstances. He could be a trial, could Rudley. She had long had the habit of spending a few days at the High Birches when she’d had enough of him. When she was feeling more kindly toward him, she would return.

“I’m back, Rudley.”

“Yes, Margaret.”

He never harboured a grudge for her retreats. He never apologized for his role in precipitating them. He would never apologize to Frances Blount, although he would be civil next time they met — as civil as his nature allowed. The truth was he never harboured a grudge, never expected an apology and was puzzled when others did.

She remembered, fondly, meeting him at Birdie’s party. She was attracted to him immediately. He was different from the arty crowd she had been chumming with. She felt secure with him, knew from the moment she laid eyes on him he would never lie, would never be unfaithful. He found infidelity, something many upper-class Brits took for granted, scandalous.

Over the years, she had tried to imagine Rudley having an affair and always ended up laughing. Saw some young thing flirting with him only to hear him say: “That’s damned cheeky of you, miss. I’m married, you know.” He was a man impervious to the charms of a pretty face. That, she thought, made him extraordinary.

She got up, hopped to the window, and peered through the pinhole in the decaying wood. She thought it was still daylight. Rudley would be searching for her if he knew she had gone missing. The problem was Rudley was frequently oblivious.

She knew he would find her though — once he realized she was gone. Rudley was good at finding things. He was also good at losing things. And while he had trouble finding things he had lost, he had the uncanny ability to lay his hands on what someone else had lost.

She hoped she fell into that category.

The staff at the Pleasant was preparing for the evening meal. Tiffany had brought in fresh tea towels and was perched on a stool with a cup of coffee. Gregoire leaned against the prep table staring at the carving knives, his expression somber. Suddenly, he turned to her.

“If Margaret had left voluntarily, wouldn’t she have told us?”

Tim slid a hand along the counter and snatched a radish rosette. “She’s been staying at the High Birches.”

“She would have told us if she had planned to be away overnight,” Tiffany said.

“She must have told Rudley,” Gregoire said.

They looked at each other and shook their heads.










Chapter Seven

“It’s a bit cold to go into the water, don’t you think, Elizabeth?” Simpson stood on the platform inside the boathouse and stared into the water.

“Nonsense, Edward, it’s bracing.”

“Shouldn’t we wait until the sun is higher?”

“Even if it were high noon, it would be cool in here. Hand me the flashlight.”

“Are you sure you’re accustomed to this sort of diving?”

“The water’s only six feet deep.”

“Perhaps I should go in,” said Simpson and shivered.

She smiled. “Your mission, Edward, is to stand by.”

“I’m standing by.” He cleared his throat. “I must say, Elizabeth, I believe the reason you’ve embarked on this course is to thwart Brisbois.”

“Why should he have all the fun?” She smiled and flipped into the water.

Rudley went to the door, stared toward the lake. “You say they went for a swim?”

“At 6:00 am,” Gregoire said.

“Seems a little chilly.”

Gregoire shrugged. “Perhaps it’s a romantic adventure.”

Simpson leaned over the side of the platform. “Elizabeth, so far you’ve tossed up an anchor, several lures, a tackle box, an inner tube, and a pair of suspenders. I’m sure Detective Brisbois could get the equipment to do a proper dredging.”

“I’m not finished, Edward.” Miss Miller smiled and disappeared below the surface.

Thirty seconds later, she emerged gasping, holding up a brown oxford. “Edward, this is it.”

“It looks rather ordinary,”

“But I don’t think it’s been in the water long.”

“Doesn’t look as if.”

She put the shoe on the platform and pulled herself up beside it. She squinted. “Glasses, Edward.”

He obliged. “The heel looks new,” he said.

She turned the tongue out. “Shoniker’s Shoe Repair.” She grabbed his arm. “This has to belong to the victim.”

He studied the shoe, nodded. “You may be right.”

“So what do we do next?”

He cleared his throat. “Elizabeth, it’s time to turn this information over to the police.”

Rudley didn’t have much time to contemplate why Miss Miller and Mr. Simpson had chosen to go swimming at 6:00 am or why they had crept back around the side of the inn, her dripping wet, him dry as a bone.

“Mr. Rudley.” Geraldine Phipps-Walker steamed up to the desk and gave it a rap with her walking stick. “Norman and I have received some exciting news. Mr. Bole tells me that a particularly large flock of herons has gathered in the reeds up the bay.”

Rudley gave her a blank look. “They have been known to do that.”

“We want to get some photographs.” She held up the camera strung around her neck. “We would like someone to take us out.”

“Lloyd has gone to the dump,” said Norman, who lurked behind his wife like a grey shadow.

“I take it you would like me to get a boat out for you.”

“We were thinking of a motor boat,” said Norman.

“Norman could manage the boat, but we were afraid of getting the motor tangled in the reeds.”

Rudley had been keeping himself together by denying that Margaret was missing. By pretending she had gone away, to Toronto or Miami or the South Pole, and was even now involved in some adventure, oblivious to the search for her. He welcomed Mrs. Phipps-Walker’s intrusion. “Tiffany.”

She appeared before him, feather duster in hand.

“Would you mind watching the desk? I’m running the Phipps-Walkers out to the reed bank to ogle some birds.”

Ruskay accosted them at the doorway. “Where are you folks going?”

“We were thinking South America. Uruguay, perhaps. The Caribbean, if we run out of gas.”

Ruskay smoothed his moustache. “Mr. Rudley.”

“I’m taking the Phipps-Walkers over to the reed bank to take in the blue heron convention.”

Ruskay entered this information in his log. “All right, sir. Don’t leave the county.”

“I’d like to make a run for it, just to spite him.” Rudley galloped off down the veranda steps.

The Phipps-Walkers followed like hand-fed ducks.

Rudley gunned the motor and set out across the lake at a clip that had the Phipps-Walkers holding onto their hats while the wind curled their lips in a lurid rictus sneer.

As they neared the reeds, Rudley cut the motor, flipped it up, and got out an oar. “We’ll paddle in from here.”

Geraldine put a finger to her lips. “Sh. The herons.”

“Right.”

“Oh, there they are, Norman. What a sight! Rudley, how close can you get?”

“I could probably run right up their rear ends, Mrs. P.W., but I’d rather not crash the boat into those stumps.”

“Oh, of course.”

Rudley slipped the paddle into the water. Norman stood, camera poised.

Geraldine grabbed Norman’s legs. “Careful, Norman. We don’t want you in the water.”

“Rudley would pull me out.”

“Don’t count on it, Norman.”

“Of course he would, dear.” Geraldine trained her binoculars on the bank. “Is that a red-tailed hawk, Rudley? I can’t get a fix on it from my position.”

“Where?”

“Over there, on that low-hanging branch.”

Rudley scanned the shoreline. He caught sight of the bird just as it took flight. “Yes, it is, Mrs. P.W.”

Norman continued to snap pictures.

“Save some film, dear, in case we spot something special on the way in.” Geraldine adjusted her binoculars. “Have they done anything with that run-down place yet?”

Rudley was considering a cigarette. He grabbed the binoculars, took a look at the buildings she pointed out. “No, they haven’t done a damned thing. Whispering Pines. They should have called it the Leaning Outhouse. Never was any good. Bunch of cheap cottages. Doesn’t even have a lakefront.” He swung the binoculars around. “I’ll be damned. That’s Margaret’s car. What’s she doing in this godforsaken place?”

“I thought your wife was missing,” Norman said in a flat, nasal tone that sounded as if he were discussing the price of bread.

“She must have come up here to paint. I don’t think she could have chosen a less attractive place.”

“Artists frequently dwell on unpleasant subjects,” said Geraldine. “Remember the painting we saw in Vienna, Norman? That sickly looking man pierced all over with arrows. He looked ghastly.”

“Saint Sebastian,” Rudley muttered. He passed the binoculars to Geraldine and picked up the oar. “You’ve seen enough of herons today. We’ve got to get back.”

“So soon?”

“I’ll have Lloyd bring you out whenever you want. In the meantime, I have to get back, run around, and tell Margaret that she’s the subject of an international manhunt.” He eased the boat out of the reeds, lowered the motor, and roared back to the inn, ignoring Geraldine, who was furiously scanning the scenery with her binoculars while exhorting Norman to catch that loon, shoot that duck, as they rocketed past.

Ruskay acknowledged their return with a nod and checked them off in his notebook as Rudley scrambled up the veranda steps, bellowing for Lloyd.

“He’s not back yet,” said Tiffany from behind the desk.

“How long does it take to go to the dump?”

“He had to stop at the grocers on the way back. Gregoire didn’t get any arugula on the last delivery. No fennel root either.”

“I hope he washes his hands in between.” Rudley vacillated. “I suppose he took my truck.”

“Yes.”

“Damn. I have to get to the Whispering Pines.”

“You can borrow my car.”

“That damned Austin? It stalls every time I take a sharp turn.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers.”

He held out his hand. “Keys.”

She tilted her head.

“Please.”

She fished the keys out of her pocket and dropped them into his hand.

Ruskay stopped him. “Where now, Mr. Rudley?”

“Hell, I’m going to hell.”

Before Ruskay could respond, Rudley had bolted down the steps. He skirted the cottages and headed for the bunkhouse. Tiffany’s orange Mini dozed under the pines. Rudley squeezed in, shoving the seat as far back as possible.

“Now, do you suppose you can get me to the Whispering Pines without leaving me pushing you out in the middle of nowhere the way you did last time?”

He turned the key in the ignition. The motor coughed, then spluttered to life. He held his breath and eased down on the gas. “Now, no fancy stuff or I’ll come out at midnight and take a sledgehammer to you.” He pulled the car out, taking an unnecessary pass by the front door just to irritate Ruskay who obliged him by running down the steps, gesturing to him to stop.

He supposed Margaret had gone to paint the bulrushes. She always said the reeds were especially vibrant at the Pines. He agreed the inlet was vibrant. It was the mess on shore he found depressing. He stalled the car as he paused before pulling onto the gravel, cursing because he had to wait for the gas to clear.

Why anyone would build a resort on a piece of property whose only water access was a footpath was beyond him. He thought of the Pleasant, its sixty acres of garden and trees, its wide, clean beach, its thriving nature reserve, and felt pity for the humble undertaking. To have a dream, however misguided, and fail was a tragedy of the spirit, he believed.

He was bumping along, beginning to have some fun with the Mini even though his head dented the roof at every pothole, when a cloud of dust appeared in the rearview mirror. A familiar truck had pulled off onto the shore road.

“What the devil.” He stared into the rearview mirror, wondering if he should pull over to find out why Lloyd was following him. “Margaret’s going to think I called out the cavalry,” he told the Mini. What the hell, he thought, if Lloyd insisted on following him, let him.

He continued along the road. Lloyd had caught up to him and was riding his bumper. He turned off onto the access road to the Whispering Pines, hardly more than a wagon road, cursing as the box elders flailed at him through the windows, and cursed at the sight of Lloyd sailing along with branches smacking the roof and hood of the truck. He pulled in behind Margaret’s car, waited until Lloyd parked alongside him, then went to the window.

Lloyd looked at him in surprise. “I thought you was Tiffany.”

“Since when did Tiffany develop a bald spot on the back of her head?”

“I was looking at the car.”

“And why, may I ask, were you following Tiffany?”

“The last time she came out here, she got lost.”

“That was two years ago. She should know her way around by now.”

“You never know.”

“You can go home now before that over-priced lettuce wilts.”

“Can I look at the turtles first?”

“Oh, all right.”

“There’s always a bunch of them on the stumps. But you have to be quiet or they’ll slide away.”

Rudley had no answer to that. He had caused thousands of turtles to scuttle for cover in his time.

“That’s Mrs. Rudley’s car, you know.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Lloyd grinned. “Did you come to tell her you was going to apologize to the flower lady?”

“No, I came to tell her she’s got Interpol on her tail.”

Lloyd headed toward the lake. Rudley followed.

“Are you coming to see the turtles?”

“I’m coming to look for Mrs. Rudley.”

They walked single file down the path and out onto the listing dock. The owner of the adjacent property had placed a No Trespassing sign on either side, just in case the guests at the Pines got grand ideas. The signs were faded. The old woman who had sold the land to the Pines had retained the land adjacent to the reed bank as a nature preserve.

The turtles clung to the logs, their bodies blending into the weathered wood.

Rudley ignored the turtles, stood shielding his eyes with one hand, scanning the shoreline.

“Mrs. Rudley likes the turtles,” Lloyd said. “That’s why she paints all those pictures of them.”

“I don’t see her,” Rudley said. “Let’s walk further up, Lloyd. Maybe she’s doing sketches of the rocks.”

Lloyd abandoned the turtles reluctantly.

Margaret had hauled herself to the peephole when she heard the car drive in. By the time she reached the door, the motor had stopped. She heard the door slam. When she squinted through the peephole, she saw the truck. Dear Rudley, he had come to rescue her. But why hadn’t he headed for the cottages straight away?

Of course, it might have been Lloyd driving the truck. She knew he enjoyed coming here to watch the turtles.

Her heart sank. If Lloyd had come on his own he wouldn’t key to the fact her car was here. Even if he knew she was missing, he wouldn’t put two and two together. Lloyd was like that. He drove Rudley mad by taking the truck on side trips and walking home. He had never developed a clear concept of the boundaries of their property. She often thought he made up his world as he went along.

She was about to give up when she caught a glimpse of Lloyd and Rudley cutting across the open between the truck and the outhouses. When they get close enough, I shall lie on my back and slam both feet into the door, she decided. Surely that would get their attention.

Rudley and Lloyd had searched the shoreline without result.

“If Margaret were planning to wander very far, why would she leave her car here?” Rudley said as he and Lloyd returned to the truck.

“Maybe she didn’t know she was going so far.”

“I suppose we should tramp around a bit more and give a shout,” said Rudley just as Margaret’s feet crashed into the door of cottage number three.

“What was that?”

“Probably a squirrel,” said Rudley who was preoccupied with his visual search and wondering how eager Margaret would be to see him.

“Maybe a bear.”

“I haven’t seen a bear around here in years.”

“I guess there wouldn’t be nothing like that,” Lloyd said. “The door’s latched.”

Rudley turned to him. “What in hell are you talking about?”

“The place where the sound’s coming from. Somebody latched the door.”

Rudley looked toward the cottage just as Margaret delivered a second kick. He eased toward the door, motioning Lloyd to follow. “Is anyone there?” he called out.

He was answered by a muffled grunt.

“Get the crowbar from the truck,” he mouthed.

Lloyd returned in seconds.

“Now,” Rudley whispered, “I’m going to flip the latch. You stand by with the crowbar in case there’s something more dangerous than Margaret inside.”

“Depends on her mood.”

Rudley lifted the latch, flung open the door. “Margaret!” He freed her arms and gingerly removed the tape. “Are you all right?”

She squinted into the sunlight. “Not particularly.”










Chapter Eight

Brisbois sat in the armchair in Rudley’s office. Margaret sat on the couch with a gin and tonic.

“Are you sure you’re ready to talk, Mrs. Rudley?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“All right.” Brisbois turned a page in his notebook. “Let’s start from the top.”

Margaret tested her drink. “I was in bed at the High Birches. Asleep.”

“And why were you staying at the High Birches?”

“I was irritated with Rudley. He had offended Mrs. Blount.”

“The florist.”

“Yes. He was in one of his moods.”

“How often does he get into these moods?”

“Several times a year.”

“So you moved into the cottage on…” Brisbois checked his notes.

“Tuesday. We’d spent the previous two weeks getting ready for the summer season. It’s a lot of work. We shut down and really go at it. Rudley always gets a bit edgy. Mostly people understand.”

“Except Mrs. Blount.”

“And a few others, I’m sure.”

“So you last spoke to Rudley on the Tuesday.”

“No, I spoke to him on the Thursday. I told him I was going into town the next morning to pick up Aunt Pearl.”

“Go on.”

“Rudley was messing about in the closet. He grunted. I knew he wasn’t paying attention. I said ‘to hell with it’ and returned to the Birches.”

Brisbois forced himself to keep a straight face. “He thought you were talking about the cat”

She sighed. “That’s Rudley.”

“And then? After you spoke to Mr. Rudley?”

“Nothing much. I picked up some dinner in the kitchen. Gregoire had made an exquisite celery soup. I took some of that and part of a bread stick. Also some chocolate mousse. No one makes it like Gregoire.”

“Sounds good.”

“Indeed. I stopped at the garden for some lettuce. I love leaf lettuce with sugar and vinegar. Don’t tell Gregoire that. He’d have a fit. I went on to the Birches, had my dinner, read for the remainder of the evening, had a cup of tea, then went to bed. The next thing I knew, there was a kerfuffle in my room. Someone knocked me on the side of the head, slapped tape over my mouth, blindfolded me, and bound me hand and foot.” She took a long drink. “Then they waltzed off and left me, half-stunned.”

“They?”

“I’m sure there were two. I could hear them talking back and forth.”

“Did you hear any of the conversation? Recognize the voices?”

“No. I couldn’t hear anything clearly. My head was ringing a bit.”

“Okay. Then what happened?”

“They left. At least, I think they both did. I couldn’t hear anyone around.”

“How long were they away?”

“I couldn’t see my clock. Perhaps an hour. It’s hard to say. It could have been less. Time tends to drag when you’re in that situation.”

He gave her a sympathetic nod.

“One of them came back. At least I think it was just the one. There was just one in the car with me.” She paused. “I don’t think it was the man who tied me up, though.”

“How could you tell?”

“Their scent. The man who tied me up smelled like Brute or something. The man who took me in the car smelled as if he had used a nice soap or cologne. Perhaps Appsley’s Spice. He hauled me off the bed and pressed something against my head. I wasn’t focusing on identifying the cologne. Still, I think it was Appsley’s.”

“He held a gun to your head?”

“I can’t say for sure. I’ve never had a gun against my head. Not even in the theatre. It was something metal. Not particularly pleasant. I thought it best to assume it was a gun and not make too much of a fuss.”

“Then what?”

“He stopped the car after a short while.” Her nose wrinkled. “I knew exactly where we were. The medley of odours at the Pines is unmistakable.”

“Did he talk to you?”

“Not much. He said: ‘There’s a bucket in the corner if you need it and a jug on the table with a straw.’ He made a hole in the tape for the straw to fit into. Considerate of him.”

“And you still couldn’t recognize his voice?”

“No. He spoke quite low. Almost mumbled.”

“Was he alone during this time?”

“I’m sure he was. The floorboards are creaky there. I would have picked up on it if someone else had been in the room.”

“Any idea of size?”

“Average. From the way he gripped my arm. An inch or so shorter than Rudley, I would think.”

“Age?”

“Not very young. Probably over thirty. I’m sorry I can’t be more precise.”

“Okay.” Brisbois scribbled a few notes, turned a page. “What next?”

“He left. He muttered something about it being half-past four. Then he left and never came back.”

“Did you hear a car drive away?”

“No.”

“We assume your abductor had your car keys.”

“Must have.”

“Were there any keys to the inn on that ring?”

“All of them.”

“Including the wine cellar?”

“Keys to every lock at the inn, Detective, including every drawer and closet.”

Brisbois turned to Creighton. “We didn’t find anything on that guy in the wine cellar.”

“Nothing but his clothes.”

“Did Bergeron get out there to secure the car?”

“He’s standing over it as we speak.”

Margaret looked from Creighton to Brisbois. “Detective, the only car left at the Pines was Tiffany’s Austin. Rudley drove mine home.”

“He drove your car home?”

“Yes.”

“Does Rudley have a key to your car?”

“No. I assume mine were left in the ignition.”

“Well, damn it to hell.” Brisbois paused, shook his head. “Pardon my language, Mrs. Rudley, but if they gave out awards for destroying evidence, your husband would win, hands down.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Can’t do anything about it now,” he muttered. He reviewed his notes. “One other thing. You received a letter recently from an Alberta Beckwith.”

“Birdie? Yes, I did.”

“Rather provocative.”

She looked puzzled. “Provocative?”

He looked her straight in the eye. “Don’t give him another cent.”

She thought for a moment, then smiled. “Oh, that. I’d mentioned to Birdie that Eric Lewis — he’s the chap in town who shows my watercolours — was hinting that he’d like a bigger commission.”

Brisbois closed his notebook and slapped it down on the desk. “That,” he said, turning to Creighton, “he remembered.”

“I have an inn to run, Brisbois.”

“And I have an investigation to run.”

The men faced off over the desk in Rudley’s office. Rudley sat in the chair behind the desk. Brisbois stood, hands on the desk, leaning toward him.

“Didn’t it occur to you” — Brisbois straightened, massaging his temple — “didn’t it occur to you that your wife’s car might contain evidence, evidence that might help us find out who abducted her? Might even have assisted in solving a murder?”

“And has it occurred to you that it’s damned hard to run an inn with police hanging all over the place like a bunch of overgrown bats?”

“What’s hard about it, Rudley? Your guests seem to find us very entertaining. Makes me wonder if you didn’t knock off the guy to scare up business.”

“I’ll have you know we’re fully booked for the season — even without your damned murder.”

Brisbois stared at the wall. “Rudley,” he said finally, “we will be going over your wife’s car with a fine-toothed comb, although anything we find will be compromised because of you.”

Rudley set his jaw defiantly. “I may not do everything according to your specifications, Brisbois, but at least I found my wife.”

Brisbois muttered a curt “good day” and left before he said anything he would later regret. He steamed out onto the veranda and down onto the lawn. He stopped part way down, sank down onto a bench, and lit a cigarette.

“Detective.”

Damn, he thought, as Miss Miller skipped across the lawn followed by Simpson, this is all I need.

“Yes?”

He listened to their story, at first impatiently, then with eyes narrowing. “So you and Simpson trekked around to every canoe-rental establishment on the lake until you found one that had serial numbers matching the canoe in the boathouse.”

“Yes.”

“And then you went down to the boathouse at some ungodly hour this morning, dove into the water, and fished around until you found this stuff?”

“Including a brown oxford with a new heel and a stamp on the inside of the tongue saying Shoniker’s Shoe Repair.”

He took the bag she held out. “While Simpson stood by.”

She smiled.

He hefted the bag. “Thank you. I’ll give your theory and your potential evidence careful consideration.”

“As you can see, there’s no other logical explanation.”

Brisbois shrugged. “Try this. The victim removed his shoes because he thought they’d be noisy. He stashed his shoes in the bushes. He got his feet wet in the grass. The guy who murdered him tossed the shoes because he thought we could trace them.”

“You see. They knew each other.”

“Murderers and their victims usually do. Your theory is neat, Miss Miller. But why would you think he came by canoe in the first place?”

Simpson drew himself up. “Miss Miller was a Girl Scout, Detective.”

Miss Miller patted his arm. “Thank you, Edward. No one is talking about a car being found, Detective. The scuttlebutt is they took Mrs. Rudley’s car. They had to get here some way. Why walk when you can come undetected by boat? And if you know anything about canoeing, you can imagine how uncomfortable dress shoes would be. And if you toss them up…”

“Yes, yes. They could fall into the water.” He spread his arms. “As I said, it’s a neat theory. If you’d come to me with this story right away, I would have done the legwork, arranged for a proper search of the boathouse, and we would be further ahead.”

“I didn’t think you’d act on conjecture.”

Brisbois gave her an aha look. “And there you would be wrong, Miss Miller. The police are always grateful for the public’s input in any and all investigations.”

“Then I owe you an apology.”

He consulted his notebook. “So you dove for the evidence and Simpson stood by.”

She gave Simpson an adoring look. “He stood by gallantly, Detective.”

Brisbois flipped a page and studied his notes for a long moment. “Simpson, one question?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is there anything this woman can’t talk you into?” He tucked the notebook into his pocket and strode away.

Miss Miller turned to Simpson. “I’d like to hear the answer to that one, Edward.”

Thomas sat by himself on the veranda, staring out over the lake, sipping a glass of whisky and soda. He stood as Miss Miller and Mr. Simpson came up the steps.

“Would you care to join me?”

“Thank you, Mr. Thomas.” Miss Miller sat on his left. Simpson sat across from her. “Having a leisurely afternoon?”

Thomas sniffed. “Everyone else is playing golf. Seems silly to me. You can play golf in the city or take a golf vacation, if that’s what you want. Do you play, Simpson?”

“I’ve won the occasional most-honest-golfer award.”

“Golfing’s clearly not your game.”

“No.”

“Cricket? Rugby?”

“I find rugby a bit brutal, I’m afraid. Hard on the ears. I’m rather good at bowls. A bit of a master at croquet.”

Thomas grimaced. “That’s an old ladies’ game, isn’t it?”

“Some of those old ladies can whack the ball rather well. Oh, I did sculls at Oxford.”

“That’s a feather in your cap.”

“Quite.”

Thomas tested his drink. “Track was my sport in college.”

“Yes?”

“All-American in my junior year.”

“You don’t say.”

“I played ping-pong once,” Miss Miller said.

Thomas gave her a questioning look. “I beg your pardon?”

“I could feel the testosterone oozing.” Miss Miller paused. “Have you heard the latest, Mr. Thomas? Mrs. Rudley has been rescued.”

“I’ve heard a rumour to that effect.”

“Have you heard how it happened?”

“I’m waiting with bated breath. Tim should be the best source of information, I imagine.”

“Her abductor, the murderer, could be among us.”

“I imagine the culprit has moved on.”

“Do you think so?” Miss Miller sounded disappointed.

“Yes.”

Peter Leslie came up the path at that moment, golf clubs slung over his shoulder.

“If you will pardon me,” Thomas said. “I think I’ll catch a nap before dinner.” He got up and disappeared into the lobby.










Chapter Nine

Rudley stood, one hand curled around his chin, his fingers worrying an imaginary moustache. “Something’s bothering me, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

Gregoire sniffed. “Having a dead body around will do that.”

Rudley shot him a look that would have knocked crows off hydro poles. “Maddening.”

Margaret patted him on the arm. “If you’d relax, Rudley, it might come back to you.”

Rudley shuddered. “Relax? Margaret, this is our most important season. We have a dead body in the wine cellar. You were abducted. The police are crawling all over the place, restricting our movements, and you expect me to relax.”

“I didn’t say it was appropriate to the occasion, just that it might help you remember.”

Tim bounded up the steps and into the lobby. “I’ve brought your car out front, Mrs. Rudley.”

“Thanks, Tim.” Margaret put her purse on the counter and proceeded to dig through it with both hands. “I’m going into town, Rudley. I promised Frances I’d take her for a nice breakfast at the Shoreline and discuss the floral arrangements for Music Hall.”

“Marigolds,” he said.

“Don’t be classist, Rudley.”

“They would match the class of Music Hall.”

“You love Music Hall. Rudley loved England,” she told the boys. “At one time, I thought he might want to emigrate.”

“Probably too small for him and everyone else,” Gregoire said.

“Lucky for you cooks are hard to replace mid-season.”

“Chefs.”

Tim tittered.

“Waiters aren’t,” Rudley said.

“We can’t do without Tim. He’s in Music Hall,” said Margaret. “Tim,” she said in a low voice, “after Aunt Pearl comes down for breakfast, could you and Tiffany discreetly search her room? I think she has Mrs. Sawchuck’s watch.”

“And my garlic press,” said Gregoire.

“Don’t tell me she’s branching out into kitchen gadgets.” Margaret closed her purse and gave Rudley a peck on the cheek. “I’m off.”

“Take Lloyd with you.”

“Lloyd isn’t much help picking out flowers.”

“I don’t want you out alone after what happened.”

“I’m all right, Rudley. It was an ordeal, but I got through it. I feel rather invulnerable.”

“That’s what I’m worried about. You’ll let down your guard.”

“I’ll be fine.” She blew him a kiss and sailed on out the door.

“No one should be going around without an escort,” Rudley fretted. “Whoever murdered that man and kidnapped Margaret could still be lurking about.”

“You let Tiffany go out with the linen on her own,” Tim said.

Rudley’s eyes widened. “That’s it. That’s what’s been bothering me. Lloyd!” he bellowed. “Lloyd!”

“Do you think she’s dead?” Lloyd stood back as Rudley pressed his fingers against Tiffany’s throat.

“She’s not dead,” Rudley rasped. “Where in hell is that ambulance?”

Lloyd shrugged. “I didn’t think she was dead, seeing as how her chest is rising and falling.”

“Where are the damned police when you want them?”

“Don’t know.”

Rudley tapped Tiffany on the shoulder. “Tiffany, wake up.”

“Maybe she was poisoned.”

“How in hell would she be poisoned?”

“I’m just saying she looks like Snow White in the movie, and she was poisoned.”

“Then if we come across the wicked queen, we’ll have our answer.” Rudley sat back on his haunches. “She must have fainted. There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with her. Are you sure you called the ambulance?”

“Did.”

“Her pulse is strong,” Rudley said. He continued to palpate her pulse with his right hand while his left made a rat’s nest of his hair.

“There’s the ambulance, boss.”

The siren rose, then swooned as the ambulance screeched to a halt in front of the inn. A few minutes later, the paramedics barged into the Low Birches followed by Ruskay.

“What’s going on here?” Ruskay demanded.

“We found her,” Rudley said. “Lying here like this.”

“She’s breathing,” Lloyd said.

“Do you know what happened?”

“No,” Rudley said, exasperated. “As I said, we found her like this.”

The paramedics hooked Tiffany up to the monitors, checked her vital signs, and did a blood glucose reading.

“Vitals okay,” one said. “Blood glucose 5.3.”

“Right on,” the other said. He checked for fractures, paused as he palpated the skull. “This could be your answer. She’s got a big lump on the back of her head.” He turned to his partner. “Let’s get an IV going and transport.”

Rudley blanched. “Is it serious?”

“Can’t tell until we get some X-rays.” The paramedic looked at Ruskay. “Could you check the bathroom? Maybe she mixed the wrong cleaners, got woozy, staggered out here, and fainted.”

One shoe fell off as the paramedics lifted Tiffany to the stretcher. Rudley picked it up, stared at it for a moment, then slid it onto her foot.

“She’s going to be all right,” the paramedic said.

“I’m going with her,” Rudley said.

Ruskay’s voice boomed from the bathroom. “What in hell is going on around here?”

“It’s Peter Leslie,” said Rudley.

“And this was his cottage?”

“Well, what in hell would he be doing in the bathtub in someone else’s cottage?”

Brisbois stared at him. “Anything seems possible around this damned place.” He looked around the bathroom, grimaced.

Leslie lay, head tilted back, in a tub of bloody water.

“When did you see him last?”

“Around seven. He was out for his run.”

“Does he do that every morning?”

“Every morning he’s been here.”

Brisbois eyed the clothing discarded by the bathroom door — a soggy singlet, running shorts, and socks. An athletic supporter perched on top of a pair of red and white Saucony trainers.

“Looks like he just dropped his clothes and climbed into the tub,” Creighton said.

“Partially shaven,” Brisbois noted. He turned to Rudley. “Does that door have a lock?”

“All the doors at the Pleasant have locks.”

“Keys?”

“Margaret and I. Tiffany has keys to the cottages and guest rooms.”

“Does she normally walk in on people in the bathroom?”

“If she does, no one’s ever complained about it.”

“What would she be doing here?”

“Dropping off fresh linen, making up the bed, tidying the bathroom.”

“Looks as if he already had fresh towels.”

“Guess he didn’t get to use the ones she left yesterday,” Lloyd said.

Brisbois pointed to the door. “Would you mind waiting outside until I’m ready for you?”

Lloyd grinned. “Just trying to be helpful.”

“You might as well go too, Rudley.”

Rudley stormed off.

Brisbois shrugged and turned his attention back to the scene. “Looks as if he was in the middle of shaving.” He looked around, frowned. “No razor. No electric shaver.”

“There’s whiskers on the facecloth,” the forensics officer said.

Brisbois’ gaze fell on an elegant slender case on the vanity. “Crikey.” He turned to Creighton and whispered, “He should have switched to an electric.”

The officer drained the tub. Bloody water swirled down the drain, leaving a gelatinous ring. “Look at this, Brisbois.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“My grandpa always said using a straight razor could be tricky.” The officer dangled the evil-looking instrument between a gloved thumb and index finger.

Brisbois eyed the ivory handle inset with mother-of-pearl. “Looks as if it might have been his grandpa’s.” He turned away.

“Weird,” said Creighton. “He goes for a run, comes back, gets in the tub, starts to shave, then for some strange reason, decides to slash his wrists.”

“You’re thinking suicide?”

“Why not?”

“He’s got a lump the size of an egg on the side of his head.”

Creighton shrugged. “Maybe he got it thrashing around. Death throes.”

Brisbois pointed to the floor. “That water beside the tub? Clear. Not a spot of blood on the bathmat. I bet that lump on his head happened before he got cut.”

“So someone came in. He tried to put up a struggle and slopped water.”

“Yeah. But it’s hard to struggle if you’re lying in a tub. He couldn’t get any purchase. So the guy belts him on the head. Then, to make sure he’s dead, he holds his arms under the water and slashes his wrists. Neat. No blood splatter.”

“Could be.”

“Had to be. He couldn’t have done it himself.”

Creighton thought for a moment. “You’re right. The cuts are pretty deep.” He looked around. “With what’s been going on around here, wouldn’t you think he would have locked his door?”

Brisbois considered this. “Maybe he did. Rudley said the maid had a key. She knocks. Doesn’t get an answer. So she unlocks the door and enters. Maybe the killer followed her in.” He nodded. “That makes sense. He hid in the bushes until the maid came down. She unlocks the door and goes in. He follows her, whacks her on the head, and goes on into the bathroom.”

Creighton nodded. “Yeah, he sure wouldn’t have any trouble finding cover outside. This place is like a rain forest. Probably was skulking behind that spruce at the corner. The skirt goes right to the ground.”

“Why in hell do they call this place the Birches? Most of the birch trees are around the Oaks.”

“Guess they didn’t know their trees.” Creighton guffawed, then fell silent as Brisbois frowned.

“That works.” Brisbois repeated. “The maid doesn’t see a DND sign. She uses her key to unlock the door. Knocks anyway, just in case. Leslie says, ‘I’m in the tub.’ ‘I have your towels,’ she says. ‘Leave them on the bed,’ he says. The murderer pushes in behind her, knocks her on the back of the head, heads toward the bathroom. Leslie might be surprised to hear footsteps coming toward the bathroom. But not alarmed. Maybe he thought she was going to leave the stuff on that wicker table by the bathroom door. Imagine his surprise. Motive,” he muttered. “Wallet’s on the bedside table, jammed with credit cards, a couple of hundred dollars in cash.”

“The watch looks worth a couple of thousand.”

Brisbois pushed his hat back. “We’ll see what the pathologist turns up. In the meantime, we’re treating this as a murder.”

Creighton nodded.

“Let’s find out where everybody was during this debacle. And underline this: Nobody leaves this place. I don’t care if they have a command performance with the Queen. Confiscate their passports, their driver’s licences, and their credit cards.”

Simpson looked at the clock. “I suppose they’ll stop serving breakfast soon.”

“I’m sure I can talk Gregoire into something.”

“I’m sure you could talk anybody into anything.” He tilted his head to take in her coral nipples. Red hair had its advantages. “I must say I was surprised to find you at my door so early. Pleasantly surprised.”

She wriggled on top of him, propping herself up on the heels of her hands. “I got up this morning with the female equivalent of a hard-on. I checked the dining room. You weren’t there. Where is he? I wondered. In bed, I replied. I couldn’t wait a minute longer. If I had met you coming down the stairs, I would have herded you right back up again.”

He cupped her breasts. “I’m delighted, of course. I was afraid I might have to take the initiative. I’m not very good at that.”

“British reserve?”

He laughed. “Oh, we Brits are really quite randy. This particular one, however, is rather reticent.”

“He shouldn’t be. He’s really quite talented.” She lowered herself over him.

“If you keep finding dead bodies, I may have to include them on my menu.” Gregoire leaned over the stove, a solicitous eye on his crêpes. “They seem to be the most common ingredient at the moment.”

“I don’t appreciate your humour, sir.”

“I’m sorry, Detective. Please give me a moment. Crêpes demand total concentration.”

Brisbois waited as Gregoire wrapped the crêpes around a sprinkling of cinnamon and handed the plate to Tim. “Where were you this morning?”

“Where I am every morning.” Gregoire picked up three eggs and cracked them one by one against the bowl. “Slaving over a hot stove for a troop of clods who have fouled their taste buds with copious quantities of Jim Beam and other noxious spirits the night before.”

“Is there a lot of drinking around here?”

“Yes, especially last night. Last night was ‘on the house.’ Rudley springs for the first drink.”

“Generous.”

“Good business, I would say. Once this crowd starts drinking, there is no stopping them.”

“So what time did you start work?”

Gregoire put a plate aside, patted his forehead with a linen towel. “I start at four o’clock every morning. I prepare the breakfast and the lunch. I take a few hours off, then return to prepare the evening meal. During some of that time, I am at the market or in the garden, looking over the produce.”

“Sounds rough. Do you do this every day?”

“Yes. If I want to take time off, Rudley gets a semi-retired chef from the village to replace me.” He shrugged. “My duties are not onerous, Detective. Cooking is my profession, my hobby, and my passion.”

“Can anyone verify you were here?”

“No one saw me arrive. At about four-thirty, Mr. Thomas and Mr. Phipps-Walker came to get coffee for the lake. Going out to harass the fish. Tim arrived at six to set up the dining room.”

“How did he seem when he arrived?”

“His usual self. Cracking wise and begging me to ask him about the night before and the dish of a waiter he picked up at the West Wind. I did not take him up on his offer so he told me anyway between bouts of laying the silver.”

“Appearance?”

“Elegant as always. Shirt, snowy white, pants and vest without a speck of lint. Hair, perfectly coiffed. He would never put his nose out of his room otherwise.”

“Did you see anyone else?”

“Rudley poked his head in around six-thirty to get some coffee. Margaret came in at the same time to help Tim. To set the tables, place the flowers, which she does every morning, except on those occasions where she has been kidnapped or is particularly incensed with Rudley, which, if I were in her place, would be most of the time.”

“What about Tiffany?”

“She came at six as always. She likes to have a cup of my excellent coffee before she starts the day. I did not see her after that. Usually, she cleans the common areas until near seven. Then she makes her rounds.”

“Starting at the cottages?”

“Yes, in spite of swilling liquor all night, the guests are lined up like pigs at the trough the minute the dining room opens at seven. I should just step out onto the veranda and shout sooey.”

“You’re a sarcastic man.”

Gregoire shrugged. “It’s behind-the-scenes humour. I assure you, I am a paragon of propriety in the presence of the guests.” He washed his hands, picked up a red pepper and a cleaver. “As for the others…Trudy Popkie and Melba Millotte come in at a quarter to seven. They check in with me when they arrive since, theoretically, I am master of my domain.”

“And they were on time?”

“Yes.”

“What about the guests?”

Gregoire halved the pepper with a blow. “You would have to check with the wait staff. I have not had my nose outside the kitchen since I arrived.”

The guests had left the dining room. Tim sat in the corner near the kitchen with Melba Millotte, an older woman, and Trudy Popkie, a dumpy high-school student. Mrs. Millotte was drinking coffee and reading a newspaper. Brisbois pulled up a chair and sat down. Creighton leaned against the wall.

“I was wondering what you could tell me about the whereabouts of the guests this morning.”

“Most of them were milling around in the lobby a few minutes before the doors opened,” Tim said. “Except the Benson sisters in the Elm Pavilion.”

“The Benson sisters?” Brisbois flipped through his notebook.

“You’ve probably seen them sitting on their veranda. The youngest one is eighty-eight. They arrive here by limousine and never put a foot off the veranda until their chauffeur pries them off near the middle of October.”

“The Sawchucks had breakfast in their room this morning,” Mrs. Millotte said without looking up from her paper. “She has arthritis. When it’s acting up, she can’t get going until after nine. He has prostate trouble and likewise.”

“You seem to know them rather well.”

“They’ve been coming here since Trigger was a colt. Even before Rudley. They spent their honeymoon here.”

“Who took their breakfast up?”

Trudy put up her hand.

“And they were both there?”

“They were in bed. I had to help Mrs. Sawchuck get her legs over the side.”

“And everybody else?”

“Mr. Leslie wasn’t here,” Tim said.

“Obviously.”

“Mr. Thomas and Mr. Phipps-Walker were fishing,” Tim said. “Simpson wasn’t here. Miss Miller came looking for him. When we told her we hadn’t seen him, she went back upstairs.”

“What time was that?”

“About twenty after seven.”

“She’s got her cap set for him,” Mrs. Millotte said.

“So Miss Miller went to get Mr. Simpson.” Brisbois turned a page. “When did she come back?”

“She didn’t. Neither did he.”

“Pretty hot and heavy?”

“Since she set eyes on him.”

Brisbois turned to Creighton. “Go see where they are. Don’t tell them anything. Just say I want to see them.” He turned back. “Did anyone see Leslie this morning?”

Tim and Mrs. Millotte shook their heads. Trudy looked down.

“Trudy?”

“No.”

Brisbois was planning his next line of questioning when Creighton reappeared. He leaned over and whispered in Brisbois’ ear. “Message delivered. By the way things looked, it may be a while before we see them.”

“Okay.” Brisbois turned back in his chair. “Did Leslie have any problems with anyone here that you know of?”

The staff looked at one other.

“I don’t think Mr. Thomas liked him too much,” Tim said. “Nothing dramatic. He just didn’t seem to want to give him the time of day.”

“I didn’t like him,” Mrs. Millotte said. “He was a womanizer. I don’t like men like that.” She gave Brisbois a long stare and returned to her newspaper. “But I didn’t kill him.”

“This place works to a definite rhythm,” Brisbois said. “Everyone has a routine that might as well be engraved in stone. The maid starts in the lobby. She goes to the cottages, starting with the most distant and works her way back. She does the rooms in the main inn last.”

Brisbois was pacing. After interrogating the staff, he and Creighton had returned to Rudley’s office.

“You’d think she’d start at the nearest. Lighten up her load as she goes along.”

“She has to pick up the dirty linen so it probably doesn’t make much difference.”

“What does she do if someone has a DND sign on?”

“She goes back later. According to Rudley, that doesn’t happen very often. The guests like to get up early, have breakfast, get out on the lake, whatever.”

“Except for our two lovebirds.”

Brisbois turned his chair to face the wall, swung back, oscillated. “Leslie’s murder has to be an inside job. The killer would have to know the routine.”

Creighton tapped his notebook. “Could be a local, someone who comes here to do work, make deliveries.” He shrugged. “What I don’t understand is why didn’t Leslie have a DND sign on his door. If he was going to have a bath, you’d think he’d put out his sign. Otherwise the maid would walk in on him.”

“Maybe he didn’t care if she caught him in the buff.”

“Yeah. Mrs. Millotte said he was a womanizer.”

“Maybe he did put up the DND sign,” Brisbois said. “Maybe the murderer took it off to make sure the maid would unlock the door. Or” — he paused — “maybe he didn’t put the sign up because he was expecting someone and that someone murdered him.”

“An inside job.”

Brisbois nodded. “Who do you think did it, Creighton? Who would you pick?”

Creighton laughed. “I think they’re the biggest bunch of fruitcakes I’ve met in one place. But it’s hard to see any of them as a killer.”

“Motive?”

“It wasn’t robbery. Must be revenge, or love gone wrong, which is the same, I guess.”

“One murderer? Two murderers?”

Creighton shrugged. “There doesn’t seem to be any connection between the two. Unless whoever killed John Doe in the wine cellar thought Leslie knew something.”

“Leslie wasn’t here when John Doe bought the farm.”

“Maybe he picked something up in conversation. Maybe he knew something he didn’t even know he knew. The murderer got nervous and killed him.”

“Interesting angle, Creighton. Unfortunately we’re not going to be able to jog his memory.”

“Maybe they all know something they don’t know they know. You said yourself the place thrives on routine. Damn near worships it. They know so much about what each other’s doing at any one time — maybe they can’t get beyond that. They assume something happened a particular way because that’s the way it always happens. Now, Lloyd — ”

“What about him?”

“He’s everywhere. He sees everything. He’s kind of a chameleon. You don’t see him, but when someone yells, he’s there as if he’s been there all the time. Sort of blends into the wallpaper.”

“I’ve noticed that,” Brisbois said. “But he seems kind of dense.”

“I think he’s one of those people who assumes everybody’s smarter than he is. He wouldn’t necessarily say what he knows because he assumes smarter folks would have thought of it.”

Brisbois gave him a surprised look. “I think you’re on to something, Creighton.”

Lloyd was in the garden when he spotted Brisbois and Creighton moving down the flagstone path toward him. He watched them for a moment, then returned to his work.

The garden was no idle indulgence. His greens provided salad for the Pleasant all summer. His corn was a hit at the mid-summer hoedown along with his new potatoes, carrots, and summer squash.

Lloyd liked working at the Pleasant. He had been working in the feed store before Rudley hired him. The feed store was all right, but he liked working in the fresh air, so it wasn’t hard to leave. He liked to wake up early and listen to the birds before rolling out of his cot in the tool shed. He had a room in the bunkhouse, but he found it too noisy. In the winter, Mrs. Rudley made him sleep inside. Mr. Rudley said if he wanted to freeze his ass, it was his business, but Mrs. Rudley won the argument, so he guessed it was her business. She didn’t say that, of course. She said the shed was drafty and unheated and he would get pneumonia and die. He missed being close to the air, but it was hard to say no to Mrs. Rudley.

The tool shed had a big transom-like window. He could push it up and it would be just like being outdoors. The bugs got in, but he didn’t worry about that. Bugs never bothered him; mosquitoes never bit him. Mrs. Phipps-Walker said it was because he had the wrong blood type. Tim said it was because he never bathed except in the lake, therefore he smelled like a fish and the bugs wanted no part of him. He knew Tim was joking, but he thought he might be right.

He thought it was funny the way the police did things. He wasn’t sure if they were that smart. They were like most people, he guessed, looking for things in strange places when what they wanted was right under their noses. Rudley was like that too. He thought if he couldn’t find something, it must be lost. He couldn’t get it through his head that he just wasn’t looking where it was.

Lloyd told people his parents lived down east and he had come up here on the train, looking for a job because he had heard it was a good part of the country to find one. People then started asking why he never went home. So, after what he thought was a decent interval, he told them his parents had died. The truth was they were alive and well and living about twenty miles east of the inn, where his ancestors had lived for generations. He took Rudley’s truck to visit them often. He didn’t feel bad about being untruthful. And after he made his parents dead he couldn’t make them alive again. Besides, he’d learned that people liked to hear tragic stories. He’d once heard Mrs. Rudley tell Gregoire he was to give him all the pie he wanted: “Give Lloyd all the pie he wants, Gregoire. He’s an orphan.” That’s what she said.

He thought of his parents as he saw Brisbois and Creighton picking their way up the uneven path. His parents, who were aware of his tendency to change things to suit the situation, told him it was all right as long as he never lied to a minister or a policeman. He didn’t know which of the two it was worse to lie to so he decided it would be best to be accurate with the police. Ministers didn’t always seem to like the truth. He usually told Rudley that things were the way he thought most people would say they were because Rudley seemed a lot like the police — mad all the time and as suspicious as a hen with an egg.

The police were stopping periodically. He realized they were examining the plants along the path. Most of the plants were herbs, but he didn’t think the police would know that. Gregoire loved his herbs and for that reason allowed him into the kitchen to get the first of anything good. He’d found he could give most people something they liked: Gregoire liked his herbs. Tiffany liked the way he moved furniture for her on washing days. Mrs. Rudley liked him being sweet: “Lloyd is sweet” she liked to say. Tim liked him because he listened to his jokes. Rudley liked him because he had good ears and could hear him muttering almost as well as he could hear him yelling. He didn’t think Rudley realized he yelled because sometimes he kept his voice up when he was standing right in front of him. But maybe that went along with the business of not being able to see what was in front of you, and Rudley never did.

The police thought they saw what was in front of them and what was behind them too. He knew their eyes weren’t as good as they thought. There was something he knew they didn’t know and he hoped they wouldn’t ask. He didn’t want to get anyone in trouble. He turned sideways to the path, hoping they might not see him.

“They make good use of the land here,” Brisbois said. “They’ve planted herbs all along the path.”

“Oh, I thought those were weeds.”

“No,” Brisbois said, pointing, “there’s basil and dill and rosemary. And there’s some summer savoury. I should try that.”

“I didn’t know you were a gardener.”

“You’ve never been at my place. I’ve got the best perennial garden in my neighbourhood.”

“There’s Lloyd,” said Creighton who had nothing to offer about horticulture. “He’d make a good scarecrow.”

“He’d make a good something.” Brisbois was still miffed about the wet socks. He tightened his tie and strode to the edge of the garden. “Lloyd.”

“You were wanting me?” Lloyd said without turning.

“You ran off before I had a chance to talk to you this morning.”

“I had to hoe the beans.”

“Come on over here.” Brisbois gestured toward a rough log bench parallel to the garden.

“Okay.” Lloyd put the hoe down. He ambled over to the bench, sat down, and gave Brisbois a grin.

“I have some questions for you.”

“Okay.”

“What time did you start work here?”

“Maybe five years.”

“I mean this morning.”

“Around nine.”

“I didn’t mean here in the garden. I meant what time did you start your day?”

“When I got up.”

“And what time was that?”

“After I woke up.”

Brisbois dug his hands into his thighs. “Are you giving me the runaround, Lloyd?”

“I’m trying to tell you like it is. I get up after I wake up. Then I work.”

“Any special time?”

“Usually as soon as the sun comes up.”

“What about this morning?”

“Early. But I didn’t get up right away. There was a chipmunk walking around. She comes to get the crumbs I put down. So I just lay there quiet for a long time. Maybe six-thirty on my watch.”

“So you were awake at six-thirty.”

“Yup.”

“What time did you leave the bunkhouse?”

“I weren’t in the bunkhouse.”

“Where were you?”

“In the tool shed.”

“The one behind the inn?”

“That one.”

“Did you happen to see Mr. Leslie this morning? While he was still alive, I mean.”

“Did.”

“And what time was that?”

“Around then. Maybe a little later.”

“Was he running?”

Lloyd shook his head. “He weren’t running.”

Brisbois’ grip tightened on the pen. “What was he doing?”

“He was walking.”

“Was there anybody else around? Did you hear him arguing with anybody?”

“He was talking to Miss Miller.”

“When?”

“Around then.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“He was talking to Miss Miller around when I saw him.”

“Did you hear what they were saying?”

“Not much. They were kind of laughing.”

“Did they seem pretty friendly?”

“I guess. Maybe Mr. Leslie was laughing because Miss Miller came out her window and climbed down the trellis.”

Brisbois stopped writing. “You saw Miss Miller climb down the trellis.”

“Not all the way. There was a bush. But I saw her come down from the window and get a toehold in the trellis. And Mr. Leslie was watching and then she came out from behind the bushes and he laughed again.”

“Then what?”

“Then they went down through the trees.”

“Which way?”

“To the west side.”

“And then?”

“Don’t know. I couldn’t see them once they got into the trees.”

Brisbois rubbed his forehead. “Let me get this straight. You saw Miss Miller with Peter Leslie minutes before he was found dead and you didn’t say anything?”

“Nobody asked. Then you told me to get out. So I just went to work. There was a lot of weeds.”

“You didn’t happen to see Miss Miller coming out of Peter Leslie’s cottage.”

“Nope.” Lloyd wrinkled his forehead. “Next time I saw her she was going into the inn.”

“Up the trellis?”

“In the back door.”

“When was that?”

“Just after.”

“Five minutes, ten, fifteen?”

“Just that.”

“Miss Miller. What did she look like? Did she seem upset?”

Lloyd cogitated on that for a minute. “She weren’t crying or nothing. She was just hurrying along. I guess she didn’t want to miss first pickings.”

Brisbois blew out a long breath. “Okay, Lloyd. Did you see Miss Miller and Peter Leslie together before?”

“Just to eat sometimes.”

“Did they seem friendly? Do you think they liked each other?”

“Don’t know.” He frowned. “Don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“Wouldn’t be nice.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s nice. This is a murder investigation. You’ve got to tell the truth.”

“Mr. Leslie pinched Trudy on the bum. Miss Miller didn’t like that.”

“When did this happen?”

“Lunch. Day before yesterday.”

“How do you know Miss Miller didn’t like it?”

“She was mad.”

“How do you know?”

“She didn’t sit with him. She poked Mr. Simpson on the arm and told him to sit away from Mr. Leslie.” He grinned. “She likes Mr. Simpson.”

Brisbois nodded, flipped a page in his notebook. “Did Trudy complain to anyone?”

His face clouded. “It was bad. Trudy went into the kitchen and cried.”

“Did she tell you what happened?”

“I just saw.”

“Do you know if she told anybody?”

“She told Gregoire. He was mad. And Tim was mad. Gregoire said he’d talk to him, man to man.”

“Did he?”

“Don’t know. But he was mad. He smashed an egg and got shells in the frying pan. Then he got mad, the way he does when I scare him, and smashed an egg on the floor.”

“Did Mr. Rudley know what Mr. Leslie did?”

Lloyd shook his head. “Gregoire said we shouldn’t tell him. He said Mr. Rudley might choke Mr. Leslie and it wouldn’t be good for business. He said Mr. Rudley wasn’t much of a dipplemat.”

“Diplomat.”

“That too.”

“Did Mrs. Rudley know about Trudy?”

“Tim said Mrs. Rudley would hit Mr. Leslie with the frying pan if she knew.”

“So nobody told her either.”

“Gregoire said he needed the frying pan. He said he’d figure out something.” He grinned. “I guess it would have been better if he had got hit with the frying pan.”

“Did Gregoire say what he’d figured out?”

“No. Didn’t hear him say more.”

Creighton picked a stalk of timothy and pulled it between his teeth. “Did you like Mr. Leslie?”

“Not too much.”

“Do you know anybody else who didn’t like him?”

His face darkened. “I guess Trudy didn’t like him. And Gregoire didn’t like him. And Tim said he was a dirty old man. Mrs. Millotte didn’t like him either.”

“Did he pinch her too?”

“Don’t know.” He ducked his head. “She has a skinny behind.”

“Did Tiffany like him?”

“Never said.”

Brisbois reclaimed the interrogation. “Did you see anyone else around this morning?”

“Just who I always see.”

Brisbois waited, pen poised.

“Mrs. Millotte drove up with Trudy. She gives her a ride.”

“Anybody else? What about delivery people?”

“Nope.”

“What about the guests?”

“Some of them was around.”

“Did you notice anybody in particular?”

“There was some out in the boats. Mr. Phipps-Walker and Mr. Thomas. And Mr. George. He was feeding the ducks by the dock.” He giggled. “Tim says he looks like the Frankenstein monster.”

“That big square clumsy-looking guy?” Creighton asked.

“Gregoire said his shoes look like the bumper cars at the fair,” Lloyd said.

“Did you notice anyone else?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“Then I went in to get breakfast. I got four slices of bacon and three slices of cheese — cheddar — on a bun — whole wheat — and a cup of milk.”

“And then?”

“Mr. Rudley called me to go look for Tiffany. Said nobody was supposed to be out by themselves. So we went looking and there she was in the Birches like Snow White. And then there were people all around. And you told me to wait outdoors.”

“Why did you and Rudley go to the Low Birches? Did you hear something?”

“We spied her linen cart parked out front.”

“And you and Rudley were together the whole time?”

“Every minute. Until you put me outside.”

Brisbois sent Lloyd back to the garden.

Creighton chuckled. “Didn’t you want to know if that milk was 1 percent or 2 percent?”

Brisbois glared at him.

“I think this investigation would be easier if we hadn’t interviewed him.”

“He has a knack of complicating the picture.”

“What I don’t get,” said Creighton, “is that the sun’s barely up and the place is hopping.”

“You’ve taken too many vacations in Mexico,” Brisbois said. “Place like this, morning is where it’s happening. Fishing. Nature walks. Nap in the afternoon and back at it when the fish are biting.” He reviewed his notes. “Okay. We have Leslie pinching Trudy. Miss Miller sees him do it and, apparently, doesn’t like it. Lloyd didn’t like it. Neither did Gregoire nor Tim. The Rudleys wouldn’t have liked it if they had known. If they had, Rudley would have throttled him and the missus would have hit him over the head with a frying pan.”

“Which is why nobody told them.”

“So,” Brisbois continued, “Leslie was a grabber. And a pincher. Lloyd assumed Miss Miller didn’t like that. But maybe she did. Maybe what she didn’t like was that the attention wasn’t directed at her. She did climb down from the trellis to meet him.”

Creighton snickered. “She’s a librarian. Some of those artsy women can be pretty flakey. Maybe a little mild S & M turned her on.”

“But she’s been making eyes at Simpson.”

“So Leslie was a little diversion, something on the wild side.”

Brisbois spun to face him. “Maybe. It got out of control. He did something she didn’t like. Maybe something that frightened her. Maybe threatened to tell Simpson if she didn’t go along. So she whacked him on the head, then slashed his wrists just to make sure he was dead.”

“Her clothes were scattered on the floor in Simpson’s room. There wasn’t a drop of blood on them.”

“So she was in the nude when she killed Leslie.” He paused. “There wasn’t any splatter.”

“She eliminated that problem by holding his arms under water while she cut.”

“That would take a bucket of cold-blooded intent. Not to mention unwavering decisiveness. She wouldn’t have had much time to dither.”

“Are you going to haul her in?”

Brisbois stood, taking a swipe at the seat of his pants. “I’d like to haul them all in, including that old arthritic bat and the birdwatcher. Lock them up — to keep them from killing anyone else — or getting killed.” He looked gloomy. “First, we’ll interview the young lady.”

Brisbois waited in the foyer while Creighton went upstairs to retrieve Miss Miller. Garrett Thomas sat on the veranda, nursing a scotch and entertaining Aunt Pearl. By the sag of her cigarette and her exaggerated gestures, Brisbois guessed she was half-smashed.

The Sawchucks were coming up the steps, he clutching the railing, she clutching his arm. They wore identical navy shorts, red Hawaiian shirts, white cotton socks, and black orthopedic shoes. He sniffed. Brisbois resented the expensive carelessness of the wealthy as much as he resented their ostentation. The Sawchucks’ shorts cost a hundred bucks each, he imagined. If he’d been wearing a pair of pants that cost a hundred dollars, he would be watching where he sat, constantly guarding against snags and stains.

He conceded that not all the guests were wealthy. Mr. Simpson and Miss Miller had probably saved for the vacation, forgoing a trip to Europe, while the Sawchucks could enjoy both and probably did. The Pleasant seemed a cut above the other lodges in the area — the fine old building, the incomparable chef and the flower lady, the fine china, and expensive-looking silver. He thought of Rudley and his plaid shirts and Margaret and her simple dress and felt confused. He didn’t know how to measure the Pleasant and it bothered him.

He guessed his idea of summer at the cottage was his grandparents’ camp in Northern Ontario, an uninsulated cottage where the rain drummed heavily on the roof, where you whacked your head if you sat up in your bunk bed, and the bathroom was a basin on the stoop and an outhouse in the trees. Where the dock rode low on a reedy waterfront. Or it was the lodge up the lake where they sometimes went for a burger, a place where the whole family worked like dogs, and the fishermen and working-class families inhabited housekeeping cottages with rough board interiors, tiny bathrooms with stained sinks and mildewed shower stalls, where the food was served in a dining room with a cracked linoleum floor and the tables had oilcloths and a mishmash of chrome and vinyl chairs usually in a dull ruby red or opaque amber. He loved that place. It was a place you could go to in a bargain-basement shirt and shorts still stiff with sizing, in tube socks (the kind that came three to a pack with different coloured bands), and down-at-the-heel Hush Puppies or brand-name-knock-off sneakers. Where the meals were meat and potatoes and apple pie and coffee that tasted like real coffee served on a collection of china with cutlery that looked as if it had been picked up willy-nilly at yard sales. He didn’t feel comfortable walking into the dining room here, even in his suit and tie. He imagined the guests totting up the value of his clothes and sniggering behind the stiff linen napkins as they paused over appetizers of calamari and entrées of filet mignon. He had to admit that Rudley ran a tight ship and everyone worked hard, but he couldn’t understand why people enjoyed working for a grouch like him or why a sweet person like Mrs. Rudley had married him.

He glanced at his watch. What in hell was keeping Creighton?

Out on the veranda, Thomas poured another glass of wine for Aunt Pearl. Mrs. Millotte made her way from the dining room with a tray of lemonade and iced tea. The Sawchucks turned their faces to her in beatific unison as she slid the carafe of iced tea onto their table. Brisbois wondered what Mrs. Millotte, a straight-laced, straight-shooting kind of woman, thought about this bunch of flakes she worked with — a cook who wore a velvet rose on his lapel, a waiter who seemed to make a study in high camp, the maid, who looked like the prim young thing out of an Agatha Christie novel, the kind who ended up being the one who did it, Rudley, who showed the guests scarcely more courtesy than he showed the staff, and Lloyd, who would have fit in nicely at the Bates Motel. He shivered. This place was just a ritzier version of the Bates, with people dropping dead and disappearing all over the place, but not a person struck him as having the time or potential for manslaughter (although one of them surely had) nor was there a damned piece of useful physical evidence — so far.

Except for the shoe. Even that could be a plant. But they were working on it. He sighed, knowing his case might rest on a shoemaker with a good memory.

Five minutes later, Creighton appeared with Miss Miller. Brisbois escorted her to Rudley’s office and motioned her to a chair beside the desk.

“Mr. Leslie was murdered this morning,” he said without preamble.

She drew in a sharp breath. “Leslie?”

“This is the first time you’ve heard this?”

“Yes.”

“Because?”

Her brow wrinkled. “Because I haven’t been out and about.”

“You didn’t hear the sirens?”

“Vaguely.”

“Where were you this morning, Miss Miller?”

“You know where I was.”

He looked at her for a long moment. “I know where we found you. Where were you this morning between six-thirty and seven-fifteen?”

She didn’t answer.

“What would you say if I told you an eyewitness saw you climb out of your window, climb down the trellis, and rendezvous with Peter Leslie at the back of the Pleasant?”

She sighed. “I would have to say your eyewitness was telling the truth.”

He watched her.

“I did climb out of my window. It was about six-thirty. I climbed down the trellis and met with Peter Leslie, as we had previously arranged.”

“I’m listening.”

“I made the suggestion to him, but it’s not as you think.”

“I’m all ears.”

“I did it to get back at him.”

“Go on.”

“We went down to the Low Birches. He told me he wanted to have a bath first. He went into the bathroom. He ran a bath. A few minutes later, he called me. I went in. He was in the tub, stark naked.”

“And that surprised you?”

“Not really. He was lying there, grinning like a Cheshire cat. He wanted me to bathe him. But first, he wanted me to shave him. He said it was a turn-on. He said, and I quote, ‘My ladies always shave and bathe me.’”

“Except for his wife, who didn’t understand.”

“He didn’t mention his wife.”

“So you shaved him.”

“I started to. Then I heard someone at the door. He said it was probably Tiffany dropping off his linens. He said walking in on us might be an education for her. I went out the window.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t want to be seen with him.”

“Leslie didn’t care.”

“No. He even suggested Tiffany might want to join us.” She grimaced.

“You didn’t like that.”

“No.”

“He thought he was God’s gift to women?”

“Worse. He thought he had a right to use women as he wished.”

“But you were intrigued enough to go to his cottage.”

She pushed her hair back with both hands. “I didn’t go there to have sex with him. I went there to humiliate him.”

Brisbois raised his brows. “Go on.”

“I saw him pinch Trudy. One day in the dining room. I should have dealt with the problem right then and there. I didn’t. So I came up with a different revenge.”

“Why all the sneaking around? Everyone here is an adult.”

“I didn’t want Simpson to know. He wouldn’t have approved.”

Brisbois tapped his notebook. “I don’t understand. Why the grand revenge? You could have slugged him, made him look like a fool in front of everyone.”

She shook her head. “I sensed the gesture would be misinterpreted. Sometimes, a man like Leslie likes that sort of thing. You know, like John Wayne in his westerns. It simply confirms his dominance.”

He sighed. “You set out to be Trudy’s avenging angel.”

She sniffed. “I felt he had deliberately selected someone vulnerable, someone young, someone who desperately needed that summer job.”

Brisbois watched her for a moment. “It sounds as if you’re speaking from experience, Miss Miller.”

She hugged herself. “In the summer before I started university, I worked as a waitress. I had a customer very much like Peter Leslie. I complained to the manager. He said I was overreacting. He said I was paid to be nice to the customers.”

“You either had to put up with it or quit.”

“As it turned out, I didn’t have to do either. One of the other waitresses stood up for me.”

“You were repaying an old favour.”

“Yes.”

Brisbois sat back, pinching his upper lip between thumb and forefinger. “So you were shaving Leslie and you heard someone at the door.”

“Yes.”

“Did you hear a key in the lock?”

“Yes.”

“You had the razor in your hand.”

“Yes. I put it down on the side of the tub and said I was leaving. That’s when he said it was just Tiffany and she might want to join us. I said no thanks. I climbed up on top of the toilet tank, pushed up the window, unhooked the screen, and went out the window. I heard him laughing as I ran off.”

“You didn’t get your revenge.”

“No. I was planning to wait until the critical moment, make some disparaging remarks, and walk out.”

“Instead, you ended up scrambling out the window.”

“Unfortunately.”

“What did you do next?”

“I crept back to the inn and went in through the back door.”

“And back to your room?”

“No. I went to the dining room to see if Mr. Simpson had come down.”

“Had he?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“I went to his room.”

“Then what?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“This is a murder investigation. Everything is my business.” He made a note. “I’m not looking for a play-by-play. Did you tell Simpson what you had done?”

“No. I suppose you’re going to.”

“Only if I have to. It might be better if you told him yourself.”

She frowned. “I suppose you’re right.”

“I think so. Okay, when you knocked on Simpson’s door, was he there?”

“Yes, I woke him up.”

Brisbois reviewed his notes. “Okay, let’s back up. Did you see Tiffany come into the cottage?”

“No.”

“Did you see anyone in or around the Low Birches?”

“No.”

“I guess you weren’t too upset when you heard Leslie had been murdered.”

“Not particularly.”

Brisbois kept Miss Miller waiting while he completed his notes. “We’ll be talking to you later. In the meantime, don’t leave the jurisdiction.”

“We’re being held prisoner. I don’t think that’s legal.”

“If I had a dollar for everyone who’s told me that this week, I’d be rich. You can go out on the lake, you can go into the woods, you can go into the village. That’s it.” He paused. “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me? Seeing as how you seem to be somehow involved in everything going on around here.”

She gave him a defiant look.

He tried to stare her down, but gave up. “Okay,” he said. “You can go.” He got on the phone to Ruskay. “Send Simpson down. Make sure he doesn’t stop to chat to Miss Miller.”

Simpson arrived, flushed, his hair standing up in cowlicks. He was stunned to hear about the murder and had nothing to offer.

“That guy doesn’t have a clue,” Creighton said when they released him. “I don’t think he could lie if you paid him.”

Brisbois flipped open his notebook. “Question: What was Miss Miller’s demeanour when she arrived in your room this morning? Answer: Wonderful.” He snapped the notebook closed. “Do you think she did it, Creighton?”

“And arrive in Simpson’s room looking as if she’d stepped out of a bandbox?”

Brisbois traced an eyebrow with his middle finger. “The man sounds besotted. He probably wouldn’t have noticed if she’d arrived dripping blood with an axe slung over her shoulder.”

“Do you think she would have the nerve?”

“She’s got plenty of that.”

“If she killed Leslie that leaves us with two different murderers. I can’t see her connection to John Doe.”

Brisbois yawned. “I don’t think she killed either of them. How long do you think we can keep this group on a short leash?”

“Probably forever. They’re having a ball with this.”

“Let’s see how the guys are making out.”

“Not my favourite skirt,” Aunt Pearl said. “Do I have to give it to you?”

“I’m afraid so, Miss Dutton. It will be returned as soon as possible.”

The Sawchucks handed over their colourful leisure wear. “We’ll have to phone Land’s End right away and have some new outfits sent down.”

“You’ll have them back soon.”

“If I had murdered someone in this, you wouldn’t need a microscope to find out.” Gregoire indicated his crisp white uniform.

“Probably not, but hand it over.”

The team took Miss Miller’s outfit.

“I wasn’t wearing anything,” Simpson murmured.

“Just check his closet,” Creighton told the forensics officer.

“This is ridiculous,” said Thomas, handing over his khakis and windbreaker. “I was out on the lake in plain sight while the murder is alleged to have taken place. Your investigation must be on shaky grounds if you must resort to stripping the guests. What do you expect to find on Sawchuck’s droopy drawers?”

“That remains to be seen.” Creighton smiled as the forensics team wrapped the clothing in paper and labeled each package.

“It’s a waste of time,” Brisbois murmured as Creighton joined him in the lobby. “But I’d like to keep them off balance.”

“Telephone for you, Detective,” Tim sang out.

Brisbois took the call. When he returned he was smiling.

“They’ve found the shoe repair shop,” he said.










Chapter Ten

“I’m sorry, Edward.” Miss Miller sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her robe around her. Simpson stood in his shirt and shorts, staring in pained disbelief. “I didn’t confide in you because I didn’t think you’d approve of my methods.”

Simpson swallowed hard. “You’re right. I wouldn’t have approved. Your plan was dangerous and stressful for you. If you had told me what he had done, I would have taken him out and given him a good thrashing.”

“Chivalry is not dead, Edward.” She floated to him, gave him a lengthy kiss on the cheek.

Simpson flushed. “I won’t say I’m glad he was murdered. But I can’t say I feel much regret. The man was a cad.”

“All I could think of was how helpless Trudy must have felt.” She pulled out a pale-blue linen jacket. “I think you would look quite dashing in this.”

“Thank you.”

“Let’s go down for breakfast.”

He glanced at his watch. “Do you think they’re still serving?” He sighed. “It seems wrong to be hungry with all that’s been going on.”

“You have nice legs.”

“I’m a rather good horseman.” He took the trousers she handed him.

“I wish I’d had the nerve to go out the front door of the Birches. I would have seen who came in. I would have prevented Leslie’s murder, saved Tiffany.”

“You could have been killed or injured yourself.”

“Mr. Rudley said Tiffany suffered a concussion. I hope she’ll be all right.”

“She should be perfectly fine.” Simpson followed Miss Miller to her room and stood looking out the window as she dressed. “I got conked on the head once. My horse threw me. I still don’t remember a thing about the accident.”

She smiled. “Why are you standing with your back to me?”

“Because if I turn around, we’ll never get to breakfast.”

Her hands drifted up his back. He turned to find her in a pert blue and yellow sundress.

“We have all afternoon, Edward.”

“If it had been any other shirt,” Rudley said. “It’s the most comfortable thing I own.”

Margaret straightened the collar of a MacGregor tartan. “It’ll be worth it, Rudley. To find out what’s going on around here.” She sat down heavily.

“Are you all right, Margaret?”

She shook her head. “Not entirely. We’ve had two murders this week. Tiffany’s in the hospital. I don’t think I can ever look at lime Kool-Aid again. The sanctity of the High Birches has been compromised. We have a new slate of guests arriving in two weeks and I don’t think the police are any further ahead than they were when they started.”

Rudley cast a mournful look toward the register. “I don’t think we can put the MacLarens in the Low Birches.”

“We can offer them the High Birches. I can’t imagine the police will be wanting it too much longer.”

“I’ll check with Brisbois. Damned man. What a lot of trouble he’s caused.”

“I don’t think he’s had much choice.”

“I suppose not. Still, he’s damned inefficient. Your car sitting in plain sight at the Pines and it’s Lloyd and I who have to find you. It doesn’t give me much faith in his capacity for detection.”

“I think he’s doing his best.”

“He’s pestering the neighbours now. I don’t know what in hell he expects anyone across the lake to have seen.”

“Brisbois,” — Creighton appeared in the doorway and took him aside — “Beckel brought this fellow around. Thought you’d like to talk to him.”

Brisbois stared past Creighton to the cruiser in the parking lot. “Tell Beckel to bring him in the rear entrance.”

“This is Jason Turner,” Beckel said. “His parents own that cottage directly across the lake.” When Brisbois shook his head, he added. “That big white job with the four boathouses.”

“Okay.” Brisbois motioned him to a chair. “Sit down, son. Let’s hear your story.”

Jason gave Brisbois an angelic look. “Your officer came around. He asked me if I’d seen anything going on at the Pleasant around seven this morning.”

“Okay.”

“I was looking at the lake with my binoculars around then. I was looking for loons.”

Brisbois turned a page in his notebook. “You like to look at birds.”

“Yeah. And I saw this guy coming out of the cottage. The one furthest down from the inn.”

“What guy?”

“That old guy with the prissy moustache. He’s staying here.”

Brisbois glanced at Creighton. “Do you know this old guy’s name?”

“No, but I’ve seen him fishing when I’m out on my jet ski.”

“So you’re the one who was roaring around here the other morning.”

“Hey, it’s not illegal.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” Brisbois took a moment for this to sink in, then said, “Could you identify this guy if you saw him again?”

“Sure.”

“You saw him coming out of the cottage. What time?”

“Around seven. When your officer said this thing happened.”

Brisbois frowned. “Do you remember what he was wearing?”

“Dark brown shirt. Brown jacket. Khakis. And a Tilly hat.”

“What did he do?”

“Huh?”

“After he came out of the cottage.”

“He took off into the woods.”

“Which way?”

“That way. West.”

“Did you see anyone else around that time?”

“No.”

“Have you seen this man since?”

“Sure, he was sitting on the veranda when we came around the side of the house.”

Creighton shifted against the wall. “Don’t all old people look alike to you kids?”

Jason gave him a long look. “He’s got a smirk.”

Simpson and Miss Miller decided to go into the village after brunch.

“Where to?” Ruskay stopped them as they came out the door.

“We were going into the village.”

“You can go. I can’t give you back your licence, though. What I’m giving you is a chit to confirm you have a valid licence.” He handed Miss Miller a card. “Which car are you taking?”

“Mine,” said Miss Miller. “The blue Toyota.”

Ruskay consulted his list. “I’ll come down with you to check the mileage.”

Thomas was coming up the path as they went down.

“Would you like a ride into town, Mr. Thomas?”

“No thanks, Simpson. I may go later for the walk.”

“Cheerio.”

“Yoo hoo.”

They turned to see Aunt Pearl wobbling down the path toward them.

“Are you going into town?”

“Would you like to come with us, Miss Dutton?”

“I’d love to.”

Mr. Simpson took her arm.

Ruskay confirmed the licence plate and checked the mileage. “You’re all clear, Miss Miller.”

Simpson eased Aunt Pearl into the back of the car. “Fasten your seat belt, Miss Dutton.” He pulled it around her and tethered her as she fumbled about. “There, we don’t want you tumbling out.”

“Thomas didn’t want to come, I guess,” Aunt Pearl drawled as Simpson and Miss Miller buckled themselves in. “Pity.”

“Why, Aunt Pearl, would you happen to have a thing for Garrett Thomas?”

“He’s a dreamboat, don’t you think?”

“He is rather dapper,” said Simpson.

“That perfectly shaped head, those nice tight ears. I never could resist a man with tight ears.”

“It would be a distinct advantage for rugby,” said Simpson.

“And such a gentleman. Such old-fashioned manners.”

“A lady’s man,” said Miss Miller.

“Oh, probably,” said Aunt Pearl. “But such fun.” She rummaged in her purse, took out a small flask. “Anyone for a nip?”

Miss Miller and Simpson declined.

“Cheers,” said Aunt Pearl as she drained the flask.

They drove in silence for a few minutes. Simpson glanced into the rearview mirror. Aunt Pearl snoozed away, the wind fluttering the gingham bow on her straw hat.

“Strange how opinions of people vary.”

“Garrett Thomas?”

His brow wrinkled. “Yes. I find him sarcastic, somewhat inconsiderate with his cigars and so forth.”

“But Aunt Pearl adores him.”

“Clearly. He seems charming with her. Attentive. And he really doesn’t have anything to gain by being gracious to an elderly lady.”

“You mean he has a streak of kindness he tries to conceal by being a sourpuss.”

“Perhaps.”

“Like a brilliant lover pretending he’s awkward?”

He blushed. “I’m glad you came to my room.”

She put a hand on his knee.

“I’m not sure we should have brought her,” Simpson said. He and Miss Miller sat at a booth in the Fish and Fowl, a place dressed up to look like an English pub.

“She must have a hollow leg. I don’t understand why she’s still standing.”

“I suspect she’s had considerable practice.”

Aunt Pearl tottered around the corner from the restroom, plopped down beside Miss Miller, and summoned the waiter. “I just saw Garrett.”

“Did he say if he wants a lift back to town?”

“I didn’t get a chance to ask him. I just caught a glimpse of him as he slipped around the corner by the gas station.”

“We’ll probably come on him on the way home.” Simpson glanced at his watch. “We should be thinking about getting back.”

“One for the road,” Pearl said when the waiter arrived.

“Why don’t we wait and have a cocktail at the Pleasant?”

“Killjoy.” She struggled up out of the booth. “Could we at least stop at the place on the dock for a root beer float?”

Simpson took her arm to steady her. “That sounds like a marvelous idea.”

The dock was crowded on a warm afternoon. A dozen people were lined up at the kiosk.

“Why don’t you and Miss Dutton take a stroll?” Simpson suggested. “I’ll wait in line for the refreshments.”

Miss Miller smiled. “That’s gallant of you, Edward.”

Aunt Pearl tugged at Miss Miller’s sleeve. “Now there’s one I’d hang on to.”

“I’m trying my hardest, Aunt Pearl.”

“He reminds me of my late husband. Winnie was a gentleman, through and through.” She sighed. “There’ll never be another like him.”

“Not even a man with nice tight ears?”

Aunt Pearl giggled. “I said there would never be another like Winnie. I didn’t say I’d become a nun.” She smiled and waved at an older man getting into his boat. The man waved back. Pearl lowered her voice. “That’s Nick Anderson. I think we could have had something if it hadn’t been for his boat. He insisted on speeding up and down the lake at full throttle. Said it made him feel young. Made me seasick. It’s a shame. I love a man with a boat.”

Miss Miller scanned the boats tied up along the dock. “What about that one?” She pointed to a catamaran.

“The boat’s okay,” Pearl said. “But I hear the gentleman is into younger women.”

“That one.” Miss Miller indicated a nondescript inboard. “The Gemini. It looks rather sedate.”

Pearl tilted her head. “I don’t know that one. Looks like something that would belong to a young married couple with three kids.”

Pearl watched with a wistful expression as Nick Anderson roared away from the dock.

Simpson came down the dock a few minutes later with a tray of refreshments.

“I wouldn’t throw him back in,” Pearl whispered.

“A root beer float for you, Miss Dutton,” Simpson said. “Iced tea for Elizabeth. I hope you didn’t get too warm waiting. That sun’s quite hot, isn’t it?”

Miss Miller smiled. “Actually, we were having a wonderful chat. About boats and fishing.”

Aunt Pearl tittered.

“Mr. Thomas, if you would just take a seat there.” Brisbois pointed to a chair on the opposite side of the desk.

“I hope this is good, Brisbois.” Thomas took a cigar from his pocket, examined it, then put it back. “You’re interfering with my afternoon nap.”

Brisbois smiled. “I think you’ll find this quite stimulating.” He hauled out his notebook. “For starters, we have a witness who saw you coming out of the Low Birches this morning.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Our witness said you were wearing a brown shirt, khakis, and a Tilly hat.” He ran his finger along his notes. “Oh, yes, he also said you had a smirk.”

Thomas gave him a long look. “Your witness was right about one thing, Detective. I was wearing a brown shirt and khakis. That’s as far as it goes. I was out on the lake, fishing, when Mr. Leslie was allegedly murdered.”

“Do you have anyone who can corroborate your story?”

“As I believe I told you earlier, Phipps-Walker was with me all morning. His boat wasn’t more than thirty feet away.”

Brisbois wrote this down. “And where were you and Phipps-Walker fishing?”

“Halfway out. Directly across from the inn.”

“Catch anything?”

“I did. A handsome three-pound trout.”

“And what did Phipps-Walker catch?”

“What he catches most of the time. Nothing. He uses the wrong bait.”

“You’re quite the expert.”

“As a matter of fact, I am. Most men in my position golf. I fish. Like a common good old boy.”

“Do you hunt?”

“No, I don’t find hunting very sporting.” He started to stand up. “If you don’t mind, Detective. I assume you’re through with me.”

Brisbois held up his hand. “If you’ll indulge me.” He thumbed through his notebook. “Oh, yes, interview with Phipps-Walker…he confirms your story.”

Thomas shrugged.

“This witness,” Brisbois went on. “Jason Turner. You know him?”

“I can’t say that I do.”

“He lives in that big place across the lake.”

Thomas sniffed. “You mean that young jackass with the jet ski?”

“That’s him.”

“Hm.”

“I understand you had an altercation with him.”

Thomas shrugged.

“Phipps-Walker says he was harassing the boats. That you snagged his shorts.”

“One of my more gratifying casting efforts.”

“He must have been pretty mad about that.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Mad enough to want to get back at you?”

“You’ll have to ask him that, Detective.”

“Oh, I think I will. At some point.” Brisbois checked back through his notes, taking his time studying the entries. He removed a stack of index cards from his coat pocket, sorted through them, pausing occasionally to check off an item. “Yes,” he concluded, “it’s possible Jason made his story up to get back at you. He’s just a kid, you know. A spoiled rich kid.” He sorted through the cards again, then tapped them back into a neat pile. He turned to Creighton. “Was there anything else, Creighton?”

Creighton leaned foreword and whispered behind his hand.

Brisbois nodded. “Oh, yes, Mr. Thomas. One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Are you familiar with a shoe repair shop in Chicago? Shoniker’s?”

Thomas drew a blank for a moment, then his lip curled. “Detective, do I look like the kind of man who has his shoes repaired?” He stood up. “I assume you’re through with me?”

Creighton sat down in the chair Thomas had vacated while Brisbois finished his notes.

“So Phipps-Walker sticks by his story?”

Creighton nodded. “He was fishing with Thomas all morning. Not more than thirty feet away. Saw him land a nice trout. He sounded kind of jealous about that.”

“Tim saw him out on the lake?”

“Yup.”

“And Rudley?”

“Yup.” He shrugged. “I guess our man in the khakis wasn’t Thomas.”

“If there was a man in khakis.”

“You think the boy was lying?”

“Either he’s lying or all those people who gave Thomas an alibi are lying.”

“Doesn’t seem likely. Why would they stick their necks out for Thomas?”

“I don’t know. The way things are going around here, Creighton, I don’t think I’d trust the damned Pope if he gave one of these nuts an alibi.” He shoved the index cards into his pocket. “I don’t think I’d trust anything I didn’t see with my own eyes.”

Creighton looked at him for a long moment.

“What?”

“Have you noticed, boss, you’ve been swearing a lot more since you came here?”










Chapter Eleven

“Lloyd.” Rudley reared up from behind the counter. He knocked his head on the edge. “God damn it.” He drove his fist into the counter, which did nothing but compound his pain. He solved the problem by yelling louder. Margaret hustled across the lobby, carrying a basket of pompoms. “Lloyd is in the garden. I asked him to bring up some green onions.”

“Well, I’ve got a more urgent problem. Mrs. Sawchuck has called down twice. She’s got the tip of her cane caught in the floor register and can’t get it out.” He grabbed the telephone and shoved it across the desk. “God damn it, if Brisbois doesn’t get this investigation wrapped up before…” He stopped and stared into space, pressing his lips together as Margaret threw him a cautionary look. “Why would she be clumping around on our fine old hardwood with that damned metal-tipped cane anyway?” He slurred the word damned, hoping to slip it past Margaret.

She rolled her eyes. “She picked it up the last time she was in Bavaria. She’s hoping it will give her more mobility on the rough spots around the inn.”

“It looks like something you’d use to scale Everest.”

She patted his arm. “Be nice, Rudley. This is a big adventure for her. Her first foray into the woods in five years.”

“You’d think she could get her thrills on the sidewalks in the village. Why a place that thrives on tourists won’t patch the sidewalks is beyond me.”

“Council is still considering tearing them up to put in boardwalks, which I think is a splendid idea.” She put down the basket. “I’ll go up to see if I can deal with the problem.”

Tim sailed through the lobby, trailing garlands. They encircled his shoulders like feather boas.

“You look like a whore in a cheap strip joint,” said Rudley.

“These are for the ballroom.”

Rudley shook his head.

Gregoire passed the desk, pushing a cart of chafing dishes. “Have you perfected your act, Rudley?”

“I’m only doing it because the damned guests expect it.”

Rudley had been doing his soft-shoe routine at Music Hall for years. He said he did it because Margaret insisted it was his duty as the innkeeper to accompany her in her act. He did it because he loved to do it and because he was good. He thought about Mrs. Sawchuck and her lethal cane, about the people who sank boats, the kid who carved his initials into his prized cottonwood, the dead bodies scattered about, and how onerous an innkeeper’s life could be. If he had been a man of lesser ambition, he would have followed his heart and hoofed the boards from the Poconos to the Laurentians. He wouldn’t have won Margaret if he hadn’t been so accomplished at dance. He allowed himself a jaunty smile as he recalled her surprise and delight when they took their first turn on the dance floor so many summers ago: “Why, you can dance, you devil. They said you could, but I never imagined you were so accomplished. I thought they meant it was safe for me to wear something more elegant than army boots.”

He shuffled his feet. Dance was in his blood. If life had taken him in a different direction, he would have been right up there with Fred Astaire. But you had to be an innkeeper, Rudley. He whistled a few bars of Easter Parade and did a nifty sideways shuffle.

“I love that movie.” Tiffany paused in front of the desk, her hands wrapped around her broom.

“Oh, yes, great old standard. They don’t make movies like that any more.”

“I wish I could dance but I still get dizzy when I spin.”

Gregoire paused on his way back to the kitchen. “You’re lucky that brute didn’t kill you.”

Tiffany’s face fell. “I still can’t remember anything. I can’t even remember going down to the Birches.”

“Detective Brisbois will be here for Music Hall,” Gregoire said. “Nothing could possibly happen.”

“We had that big boots stationed at the front door,” Rudley shouted, “and Leslie managed to get killed and Tiffany got smashed on the head hard enough to make her lose her marbles.”

“Don’t shout, Rudley.” Margaret came down the stairs, waving her hands. She put an arm around Tiffany. “Tiffany didn’t lose her marbles. She simply can’t remember what happened that morning.”

“The doctor says I’ll never remember. She says short-term memories are easy to obliterate.” She shook her head. “It’s probably just as well. I don’t want to remember Mr. Leslie lifeless in that tub full of blood, that monster leaping at me from wherever, smashing me on the head with whatever. Creighton thought he might have used a blackjack.”

“That’s because he’s a city boy,” Rudley said. “I agree with Doc. It was probably a fish club. They’re all over the place.”

“I suppose it’s preferable to being hit with a table lamp or a piece of sculpture.”

“I should say so. We bought those lamps as a unit. I don’t know if we could find replacements.”

“Rudley.”

“The last thing I remember is having a cup of coffee in the kitchen with Gregoire.”

“I think that’s very touching. I am the last thing you remember.”

“That would certainly be the highlight of my day,” Rudley muttered.

“I solved Mrs. Sawchuck’s problem,” Margaret said. “The register wasn’t flush with the floor. She caught the tip of her cane and fell onto the bed. No harm done.”

“It was probably her fault in the first place,” Rudley said. “She probably got that cane caught in the register and wrenched it out. How else would it have come up?”

“I don’t know, Rudley. I’m just glad she wasn’t hurt.”

“I suppose we should glue them down,” Rudley said.

“It was just one of those things, Rudley. It would be a shame to mar the hardwood with glue. And the registers are elegant. I’ve never seen ceramic registers before.”

“I hope she didn’t chip it with that damned instrument.”

“Not that I noticed, dear.”

“I’ll be choosing a Merlot and a Pignot Noir for the entrée,” Rudley said. “A port for dessert. After that, they’ll be so potted, we can trot out the Mogan David.”

“The place goes mad when we have Music Hall,” Margaret told Trudy, who had come up to the desk for her next assignment. “Even the Sawchucks do a number. Last year, they did ‘Sidewalks of New York’.”

“Quite horribly,” said Gregoire.

“Make sure we have a spotter,” Rudley said. “I don’t want the old turds falling into the orchestra pit or getting wound up in the curtains.”

Brisbois and Creighton entered the lobby.

“Perhaps you would care to do a number for Music Hall, Detective,” Margaret said.

“I don’t plan to be part of the entertainment but I wouldn’t miss Music Hall for the world, Mrs. Rudley. Since we’re all here, why don’t we go over the ballroom? I want to make sure no one has a chance to slip a knife between someone’s ribs backstage.”

They trailed after him into the ballroom.

“If you ask me, you’re going to have a hard time keeping track of people,” Rudley said. “People come and go during intermissions. Outside for a smoke. To their rooms.”

“Especially Miss Miller and Mr. Simpson,” said Gregoire.

Tim tittered.

“It’s so romantic,” Margaret said. “They make a lovely couple.”

“He’s as innocent as a new-born lamb and she’s the shark from Jaws,” Rudley murmured.

“She’s a modern young woman.” Margaret smiled. “Perhaps not so modern. I recall, I had to take the lead with you in the beginning, Rudley.”

“My ears are wide open,” said Creighton.

“Shut them,” said Rudley.

“We have at least one romance every summer. We wait with bated breath to see how it’s going to turn out.”

“Usually, once they get away from the inn, they can’t understand what they saw in one another,” Gregoire said.

“Don’t forget Flora First and Ben Greer.”

Rudley sniffed. “They were in their eighties, Margaret. I don’t think he lasted six months after they announced their engagement.”

“At least he had the courtesy not to die here,” Tim said.

“Only because we were lucky enough to be booked up the week they called,” Gregoire said.

Brisbois scowled. “I know this is a real lark for you folks, and you’re accustomed to people dropping like flies, but I want to remind you this is serious business. The only reason I haven’t shut the place down and arrested all of you is that the powers that be won’t hear of it. Of course, the powers that be don’t have to deal with you lot.”

Margaret lay a hand on Brisbois’ wrist. “Detective, we fully appreciate the gravity of the situation. But I’m from stock that endured the bombing of London. Rudley’s ancestors were among the first settlers. We don’t rattle easily.”

“That may be true, Mrs. Rudley, but…”

“Besides” — she gave him her best smile — “Music Hall.”

“I guess the show must go on,” Creighton said.

“Under my watchful eye,” said Brisbois.

“You two will need eyes in the back of your heads,” said Gregoire. “You may be surprised to know but Music Hall is a wild and crazy affair.”

Margaret beamed. “It’s quite special.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

Brisbois had Tim show him the stage and dressing rooms.

“So the dressing room off stage left can be entered from the side door to the inn.”

“Yes. The dressing room off stage right opens into the lobby from the door just past the front desk.”

Brisbois glanced at Creighton who made a note. “So the karaoke crowd comes up the steps from the floor? Or from the wings?”

“If the performers have costume changes — or if they want to make a grand entrance, which almost everybody who plans a number does — they come from the wings. The impromptu numbers come up from the floor.”

“When people complete their numbers, do they exit to the wings or just walk down the steps to the floor?”

Tim shrugged. “That depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether they want to change from their costumes — or have to.”

“Have to?”

Tim grinned. “I don’t want to spoil any of the surprises.”

“When people leave the ballroom, where do they go?”

“The powder room, out onto the veranda, to their rooms to freshen up. Occasionally, we have to fish someone out of the lake after too many gin fizzes. Or is that gins fizz?”

“Gin cocktails will do.” Brisbois rubbed his chin. “So people are coming and going all the time.”

“Only during intermissions.”

“Do some of the guests pass up the entertainment altogether?”

Tim stared at him. “Please, Detective, it’s Music Hall.”

Brisbois rolled his eyes. “You can go now. We’ll poke around on our own.”

“Sounds like a zoo,” Creighton said after Tim left.

“Did everyone get dinner reservations?”

“Rick and Simard had to take a table on the veranda. The rest got seats in the main room.”

“Just as well. We need someone outside the ballroom. Besides you.”

“I thought I’d be more use in the main room.”

“I need someone out there who knows the players. You’re in the best position to know if anything strange is going on.”

“Darn, I’m going to miss the show.”

Brisbois ducked into the right-wing dressing room. “Look at this.” He sank down onto a red velvet chair in front of the makeup mirror. “You’d think it was Broadway.”

Creighton chuckled. “Detective, it’s Music Hall.”

Brisbois scratched his head. “We’re missing something, Creighton. Something right in front of our noses.”

“I know this is going to be the best Music Hall ever,” Margaret said. “Every one of the staff and guests is performing a number. I’m sure most of the dinner guests will want to as well, once they get in the spirit.”

“We know Judge Waverly will do ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ on the spoons,” Rudley said. “I’m glad Thomas volunteered to be emcee. I couldn’t stomach introducing the old fart another year.”

“He wanted to participate in some way. He regrets to say he doesn’t have any talent.”

“That doesn’t discourage the rest of them.”

“Jim and Eileen Farrell are doing ‘Oh, Promise Me’,” Margaret said, turning a page in her program.

“Now, they have talent.”

“Then Tim and Gregoire will do a tango.”

“I hope Tim is wearing the skirt.”

“No, Gregoire.”

“You can’t wear a skirt with a moustache, Margaret. Besides, he’s got enough hair on his legs to make several sweaters.”

She patted his arm. “He can do whatever he likes, Rudley. It’s Music Hall.” She smiled. “I’ll never forget my first music hall. Aunt Pearl and Uncle Winnie were starring. Ballroom dancing. They were so elegant. I liked Theodore the Magician best, of course. He pulled rabbits out of his pockets and sawed people in half. I was so disappointed when I found I couldn’t do those things at home.”

“Some things should not be tried at home.”

“Tiffany is next with a medley of Gershwin. Gives me the shivers when I hear ‘Rhapsody in Blue’.”

“If only her fingers were as fast with the mop.”

“She gets her work done, Rudley. And does it well.”

“She does,” Rudley conceded. “I’d feel better, however, if she’d stop appearing on the scene whenever a dead body shows up.”

“Some people are unlucky.” Margaret continued to scan the program. “There’s Lloyd doing ‘Me and My Shadow’.”

“Creepy.”

“Oh, he is. Marvellous. That smile would give you the willies. Trudy will do a solo with Melba accompanying her on the ukulele. An Arlo Guthrie selection.”

“I didn’t know Melba had taken up the ukulele.”

“She’s branching out into strings.” Margaret sighed. “And here’s our number, Rudley. Then Tim’s back to dance to ‘Singing in the Rain’. And Miss Miller will do a selection from Leonard Cohen.”

“At least we don’t have to worry about whether or not she can sing.”

“Mr. George will play ‘The Surprise Symphony’ on the tuba. Then, Mr. Bole will play a minuet on the piano. The Fletchers will perform the dance in period costume.”

“It was a good decision you made, Margaret, investing in those costumes.”

Margaret put her program aside. “I’ve been thinking, Rudley, we should put on some theatrical productions.”

“I don’t think the ballroom stage is big enough for a full theatrical production, Margaret.”

“We could use the barn.”

“The barn is infested with mice and bats.”

“Summer theatre aficionados expect that sort of thing.” She sighed. “I had a lot of time to think during my captivity. It cheered me to think up projects for the inn.” She gave Rudley a sideways look. “And with the theatre, we could keep Tim. He wouldn’t have to go off to Toronto to find his audience. We don’t want to lose Tim.”

“If you say so, Margaret.” He considered the possibilities. “We could finance the performances by splitting the profits with the actors.”

“With a guarantee. We can’t expect actors to perform for nothing.”

“Saturday nights?”

“Friday nights. Saturday is…”

“Music Hall.”










Chapter Twelve

Brisbois briefed his team. “I was able to get hold of Leslie’s brother,” he said. “According to him, Leslie’s been pinching bottoms all over the country for years. Seems he takes these trips, tells his wife it’s business, sows some wild oats, then goes home to be the dutiful family man.”

“Maybe Leslie wasn’t as discreet as he thought he was. Maybe the wife found out. Maybe she hired a hit man,” Creighton said.

“I don’t think so. These two murders are connected. Once we identity our John Doe, things will start to fall into place.”

“His picture is circulating in every police jurisdiction in the world. Something’s got to break.”

“It better.” He shuddered. “This damned show tonight. I’ve never seen so much excitement over an amateur hour. If I’d asked them to cancel, they would have lynched me.”

“So our mission is to keep them from murdering each other between numbers.”

“Your mission,” Brisbois said, leaning against the desk, “is to keep your eyes and ears open. You will be responsible for the areas and people marked on your briefing papers. I’ll be going over the floor plans in a minute. If anybody asks questions, you’re tourists staying at one of the inns on the east side of town. That’s important. Guests from the Pleasant tend to frequent Middleton. Guests further out favour Bridgeport for their incidental shopping, sightseeing, whatever. Or you’re staying with family in the area. If anyone in your area of responsibility makes a move, note who, when, and where.” He took a deep breath. “Try not to act like cops. Act like people on vacation. Dress is casual. Golf shirts, sports shirts, and slacks for the men. Same for the women. Casual. Whatever you would pack for a vacation at a country inn. Wear your hair down, if you have any. And talk it out so you don’t all look alike.” He sat down. “The stack of papers Creighton is about to hand out are programs for the show. You’ll find a seating plan with the tables numbered. If anyone leaves their table, put an x on their spot and the time. The tradition of the show is to vote for your favourite acts. There’ll be pens and ballots at all of the seats so you won’t look out of place if you jot something down.” He waved off the raised hands. “You could write all night and not stand out. They hand out trophies for best act, best act by a guest, by a couple, a group, a dinner guest, a staff member.”

“Do the dinner guests have to do a number?”

“You don’t have to and you don’t want to.”

“I was looking forward to bringing my sax and doing ‘Glow Worm’.”

“Save it for the police banquet. Remember, our first mission is to prevent another murder. Our second mission is to smoke out whoever committed the first two. If, by happy coincidence, we do both, I’ll be overjoyed.”

“What if we have to go to the bathroom?”

“Just make sure your partner’s there to hold the fort.”

“Are we allowed to drink?”

“Glass of wine with dinner. The Pleasant has a good cellar. That’s it. You know who will be watching.”

“One who knows if you’ve been bad or good?”

“And be good for goodness sake.” Brisbois opened his program, turned toward the blackboard. “Okay, let’s go over the logistics.”

After briefing the troops, Brisbois met with Mrs. Leslie, who had arrived an hour earlier from Montreal. He escorted her to the morgue.

Vivian Leslie was a handsome woman who would have looked at home with the horsy set. She had touches of grey in her jet-black hair, and lines around her mouth and eyes that she had earned and had elected not to part with. Brisbois decided he liked her.

“Can you tell me how Peter died?”

She was pale and distressed under her composed veneer, taking pains, Brisbois thought, to spare him a show of grief that would have made him uncomfortable. He suspected she was well schooled in the art of hiding her emotions.

“He received a blow to the head, but the pathologist says death was due to hemorrhage. We believe he was hit on the head and pushed under water. Then his wrists were cut. The pathologist believes he was unconscious before the other took place.”

“I don’t know why anyone would do this to Peter.”

He fidgeted with his pen. “We were hoping you might have some idea. Did your husband have any enemies? Did anyone except you know he was coming here?”

She shook her head. “Peter came from old money. He inherited the family business. He didn’t have to climb over anyone on his way up or create bad feelings in the usual way. He treated his employees well.”

“How long had he been in business?”

“Just over thirty years. He completed an MBA at the University of Chicago, then joined the firm.”

He jotted a note. “And who knew he was staying here — apart from yourself?”

She pursed her lips and studied the table. He waited out her silence.

“Detective, I didn’t know he was here. I thought he was in Toronto on business. He called me every day, told me how the meetings were going.”

Brisbois avoided her eyes.

“There’s no need to feel embarrassed for me,” she said. “I’ve known about Peter’s side trips for years. It’s something he seemed to need.”

She raised her eyes. Brisbois met them. “You must have been pretty upset,” he said.

“The first time — at least the first time I’m aware of — yes.”

“How did you find out?”

“He made a mistake. He told me he’d had dinner at a particular restaurant, a place we’d been to together a year or so before. I mentioned the restaurant to a friend who was visiting a few days later. She told me it had been closed for months. There had been a fire.”

“You found him out, but he didn’t stop.”

She smiled. “I didn’t tell him, or anyone, I’d found him out.” She took a deep breath. “Peter was a handsome man, cultivated, charming. We have two children. A grandchild. If I’d confronted him, we might not have had that. He was discreet. He took his act out of town, so to speak. When he was at home, he was kind, considerate. What would I have gained by confronting him? I would have caused a great deal of pain. For our family. For Peter. He loved his children; he doted on his granddaughter. And whether you believe it or not, he loved me too.”

Brisbois thought about that as he framed his next question. “Where were you when your husband was murdered?”

“You said it happened early in the morning. I had a breakfast meeting downtown at Saint Joseph’s Hospital. I’m on the board of governors.”

“All right.” He tapped the notebook. “If you could provide the names and numbers of his colleagues and other family members. I’ll need to talk to everybody.”

“I don’t know what anyone could tell you.”

“It’s routine.” He paused. “So you weren’t even a little bit bitter about your husband’s extracurricular activities?”

She shook her head. “Some women choose to ignore emotional distance, lack of affection, gambling, violence. I chose to ignore Peter’s infidelity.”

“You’re a generous woman.”

Her shoulders lifted. “Everyone has a weakness.” She took a deep breath. “I’d like to see Peter now.”

He took her to the viewing area.

He was glad the face looked peaceful. He took a step back. She took a long look, then turned away.

“Can I escort you to your car, Mrs. Leslie?”

“No. I’ll be all right, thank you.” She took a step, lurched and reached for the wall.

He took her arm and helped her down the front steps.

“My driver’s in the parking lot.”

The man had been enjoying a cigarette. He extinguished it and brought the car around when he saw Mrs. Leslie come down the steps. Brisbois helped her into the back seat and watched as the car drove away.

She was a beautiful woman, and if she were telling the truth, she was also brave. In spite of what she said, he knew it had cost her to keep her family together. His wife would have nailed him with a baseball bat if she caught him with another woman. She would stand over him, arms akimbo, giving him a tongue-lashing as he lay dazed. Once she had worked him over to her satisfaction, she would forgive him. At least, that’s what he thought she would do. He had heard her recommend this approach to others. “I’d forgive you once,” she said. “Twice at the most.” He was determined she wouldn’t have to forgive him even once.

Still… He cautioned himself to remain objective. It was easy to fall under the spell of a woman like Mrs. Leslie. But who had a better motive for murder? While Leslie hadn’t rubbed her nose in his dalliances, she had to be afraid that someone in their crowd would learn their secret. For a woman in her position, dedicated to manners and status, that would be intolerable. Perhaps she had put a private detective onto him, and once the magnitude of his sins was revealed, had hired a hit man.

He frowned. But how to connect the murders? He considered the possibilities: First, the hit man got the date of Leslie’s arrival wrong. Then he mistook Margaret Rudley’s cottage for the Low Birches — after all, who would imagine someone calling the cottages the High and Low Birches? Once he discovered his error, he had tried to confuse the issue with a kidnapping. And then he had taken Margaret’s keys, let himself into the wine cellar, and killed a man who bore not the slightest resemblance to Leslie. Then, recognizing his error, he concealed himself in the Pleasant long enough to learn the routines and having tried Margaret’s keys and finding they no longer worked, followed Tiffany to the Low Birches, knocked her over the head, killed Leslie, and dissolved into thin air.

And then the wolf came out of the woods and ate Little Red Riding Hood and they all lived happily ever after.

He sighed. Mrs. Leslie was a suspect only if he believed there was no connection between the murders. The thought of two different murderers gave him a headache. He considered the evidence. Not much. Each man had been dispatched efficiently, one with a blow to the head, the other with a sharp instrument.

The identity of John Doe was key.

He was determined there would be no more dead bodies at the Pleasant. At least not on his watch.

“I shudder to think of how close you were to the murderer,” Simpson said. “If you hadn’t gone out the window, who knows what would have happened?”

“If I had gone out the door instead of the window, I would have met Tiffany coming in. I would have seen the person creeping in behind her. I would have screamed, thrown something. Leslie would have jumped out of the tub, buck naked, and our frustrated murderer would have galloped off into the forest.”

“Or he could have killed all three of you.”

“How would he have killed all three of us with a straight razor?”

“Perhaps he had a gun.”

“If he’d had a gun, he would have shot Leslie.”

“I would say a gun would make too much noise, but if he really had to…”

“Edward, you worry too much.” She gave his lapel a tug. “I wish you were doing Leonard Cohen with me.”

“I look ghastly in black.”

“You don’t have to wear black.”

“I’m a bit shy.”

“That you are.” She gazed off dreamily. “I don’t have a fix on the Leslie murder yet, but I think our deductions are spot on about the first. The man came to the Pleasant by canoe in the middle of the night for a clandestine meeting. He tossed his shoes toward the platform in the boathouse, but missed. He then made his way to his assignation where he was murdered. Why, I don’t know. I don’t know who killed Peter Leslie but I’m sure the murders are connected. After all, you don’t have people running in and out of the Pleasant committing murder, willy-nilly.”

“I wouldn’t rule it out, Elizabeth.”

“There has to be a connection,” she said and then sighed. “And we’ll probably have to be the ones who figure it out.” She picked up the telephone. “Read me the next name, Edward.”

He checked the list. “Geraldine and Norman Phipps-Walker, Ottawa.”

“Thank you, Edward.” She dialed briskly. “Information, please. I would like the number for Shoniker’s Shoe Repair. Thank you.” She turned to Edward. “Next?”

“Walter and Doreen Sawchuck, Rochester, New York.”

A few minutes later, she carefully replaced the receiver, turned to him in triumph.

“Etta Knowles, Windsor,” Edward continued, his eyes still on the list.

“We have a hit, Edward.”

He looked up. “Really?”

“What’s the inn’s fax number?”

He looked around for a pad of stationery. “Here it is. It’s on the letterhead.”

“Good.”

“What now, Elizabeth?”

She smiled. “Edward, I have a plan.”

He looked at her solemnly. “What sort of plan, Elizabeth?”

“Nothing dangerous, Edward. Nothing that involves snorkeling in cold water. I’m going to fax a note to a librarian friend in Toronto. I need some information.”

Brisbois was taking a walk. He had sent Creighton into town to follow up what leads existed. He wanted to form his own impressions without someone tagging along, monitoring his moods and reactions.

The Pleasant was, well, pleasant. Sixty acres of beauty. Clear water, clean beaches, with a thriving marsh that gave sanctuary to birds and animals he hadn’t seen since he was a boy.

He had always dreamed of having a cottage, but life kept getting in the way. Four kids to put through college. Being at the Pleasant reawakened his resolve. Once the kids were on their way, he and his wife would have that cottage.

He took a deep breath and slowed his pace. Any one of the cabins would make a grand cottage. There was an extensive woodlot that actually belonged to the inn — it wasn’t an illusion, a domain separated from a manicured lawn by a barbwire fence, as woods were at most of the inns. The Pleasant was a world unto itself; the rocks that lined the driveway were the burdens the guests laid down as they crossed the line.

He was enjoying the tranquility, feeling the tension in his neck ratchet down a notch when Creighton bore down on him, shouting his name in evident excitement.

“Yes?”

“Are you ready for this?”

Brisbois gave him a Gallic shrug.

Creighton thrust a sheaf of papers into his hand. “It’s a bleeding gold mine.”

Thomas answered the door in navy-blue pinstripe pants and a white shirt. A matching jacket and yellow silk tie hung over the valet behind him.

“I have some questions for you, Mr. Thomas.”

Thomas picked up the tie, slipped it under his shirt collar. “I hope not too many, Detective. As you know, I’m the emcee for the evening.”

“Yes, we know.” Brisbois made himself at home on the desk chair. Creighton leaned against the window frame.

“You don’t mind if I finish dressing.”

“Not at all.”

Thomas picked up the jacket, went to the mirror. “Shoot.”

Brisbois balanced his notebook on his knee. “Mr. Thomas, the dead man in the cellar — you said you didn’t recognize him.”

“Yes, I believe I did say that.”

“You should have.”

Thomas pulled the chair out from the dressing table, placed it facing Brisbois, and sat down.

“Joe Conway.” Brisbois watched for Thomas’ reaction, got the flicker of an eyelid. “Why did you say you didn’t recognize him?”

Thomas sighed. “The man had some unsavoury connections, Detective. I came here for a vacation. To relax among nice people. The man on the floor…his face was bloated. I tried to convince myself it wasn’t him.”

“I could charge you with obstructing the investigation.”

“I suppose the price to dissuade you is a little conversation.”

“That’s right.” Brisbois reviewed his notes. “According to the Chicago police, Joe Conway had mob connections.”

Thomas sniffed. “Joe was the grandson of Frank Conway. Frank was a soldier in the old Cabrezzi gang — now defunct.”

“And you were his lawyer.”

“I represented him in a minor tax issue involving a bar and grill he owned. Joe’s connection to the mob was purely genetic.”

“So what was he doing here?”

Thomas shrugged. “You tell me, Detective.”

Brisbois studied him for a moment. “The Cabrezzi gang is almost a legend in these parts, isn’t it? The Cabrezzis owned the Pleasant at one time. Used it to conduct various criminal activities. They were raided by the RCMP. Some of them got away; some of them didn’t. The legend is the Cabrezzis left behind a fortune in diamonds, maybe even cash, when they skedaddled. But nobody ever found anything.”

“I’m aware of the legend, Detective. It’s in the brochure the inn hands out. I believe you’re holding a copy.”

“Charlie Taylor was your uncle.”

“The Chicago police are rather chatty.”

“Charlie represented Frank Conway.”

“He did.”

“Your uncle was a lawyer for the mob.”

Thomas smirked. “Please. Uncle Charlie was a drunk. He had a rather seedy practice, not the sort that attracted the Gold Coast crowd. He represented various disreputable types. Some of them were lower echelon gang members to be sure.”

“He represented Frank. After Charlie died, you acted for him.”

Thomas smiled. “If you could call it that. There wasn’t anything to act on. Frank was serving a life sentence for a myriad of nefarious acts. Charlie exhausted his appeals a lifetime ago. I was there more as a friend, to make him feel he was still in the game.”

Brisbois held his gaze. “You understand how strange it seems. A man known to you, with criminal connections, ends up dead at the very inn where you’re staying. At the very same time you’re staying here.”

“I can see why those coincidences would pique your interest.”

“I’ve put together a theory. If you’ll hear me out.”

“Certainly.”

“Rumour is your law practice hasn’t been doing so well lately. You’ve been a little down on your luck. You start to think about the legend, about the jewels, the cash, whatever. You enlist the help of your old friend Joe. You quarrel. You kill him.”

“I assure you, I did not kill Joe.”

“All that loot must have been irresistible for a guy down on his luck.”

Thomas’ face clouded. “Being down on my luck is a temporary condition, Detective. My wife died two years ago. A lengthy illness. Costly. I spared her no expense. I don’t regret that. While I was attending to her, my practice suffered. I have plans. I’ll probably relocate to a mid-sized town, start a quiet, steady little practice. Wills and real estate and the like.”

“You like to live rather well, don’t you?”

“Who doesn’t?” Thomas took out a cigar, nipped the end. “I never believed the story about the money, gold, vast quantities of precious stones. The inn has passed through several sets of hands since Antonio Cabrezzi built it. If there was anything to be found, I’m sure someone would have found it by now.” He raised his brows. “Besides, I always assumed, if there was anything, a crooked cop got it a long time ago.”

Brisbois stared at him. “What brought you to the Pleasant?”

Thomas’ face softened. “Ah, the Ambre-Gris — that’s what the Pleasant was called then — the romance of my youth. A name brought to life in the unsavoury men and beautiful women, also unsavoury, drifting in and out of Uncle Charlie’s office. Sentiment brought me, Detective.”

“My information is you saw Frank Conway just before he died.”

“I visited him in prison for years.” Thomas averted his eyes. “It was a great blow to me when he died, more difficult than I could have imagined. Charlie was dead. Frank was the next thing to family after all those years. My wife had died. There was no one. I remember Frank talking about the inn. He said it was a wonderful place to fish. After he died, the desire to come here became a bit of an obsession. I expected to walk into that elegant place, dove grey with amber fixtures, step back into those wonderful colours and styles of the thirties and forties. It wasn’t like that, of course. As Wolfe says, you can’t go home again. What I found was just a pastiche of upper middle-class comfort and a group of people you’d normally expect to meet in the fun house at the arcade.” He smiled. “The fishing’s been good.”

Brisbois studied him for a moment. “You came here out of sentiment, and Joe just happened to be here getting himself murdered.”

Thomas rolled the cigar between thumb and index finger. “I think there’s a simple explanation.”

“I’m waiting.”

“Joe heard I was coming to the Pleasant. It wasn’t a secret. I assume he jumped to the conclusion I was coming for the loot. He and a buddy came up with a plan. They got here, couldn’t find the goods. The buddy thought Joe was double-crossing him and killed him.”

“And who might that buddy be?”

“I have no idea. Joe wasn’t mob but he had some shady connections.” He stood up, smoothed his lapels. “Now, if you don’t mind, gentlemen, I must go.”

Creighton looked at Brisbois. “Music Hall.”










Chapter Thirteen

“Ladies and gentlemen.” Thomas entered from stage right, took his place at the microphone. “The Pleasant Inn is pleased to present Music Hall. In the proud tradition of British vaudeville, you will be treated to entertainment ranging from the sublime to the grotesque.” He paused and smiled. “Perhaps grotesque is an overstatement. But I’ll let you decide. My name is Garrett Thomas and I will be your guide for the evening. And a wonderful and exciting evening it will be.” He took a program from his pocket. “We have our, er, professional entertainment, but anyone who wishes to step forward with an impromptu number is welcome. Not only welcome, but encouraged. We have all the time in the world.” He chuckled. “If you don’t come forward, I warn you, I’ll be forced to do a few numbers myself.” He laughed. “In a moment, our opening number. But first, a big round of applause for our hosts, Margaret and Trevor Rudley.” He waited out the applause. “Thank you so much. Now, without further ado, Tim and the Great Gregoire will perform a dance with a Latin flavour.”

Thomas moved from centre stage and sat down on a chair positioned stage right. Tim entered, stage left, elegant in top hat and tails, and bowed to the audience. The music soared and Gregoire entered. He swayed across the stage twitching his skirts, his stiletto heels keeping time with the music. The audience roared.

Brisbois sat at the table nearest the door to the ballroom, his gaze drifting over the room. He thought his staff had done a good job blending in. Guy looked like a good old boy with Patsy as his long-suffering wife. Petrey and Frankel were quite acceptable as the young executive couple. Jacques and Deley could have been any working couple. Rickey wouldn’t have fooled anybody, but what was unusual about an off-duty cop in a crowd that size?

He thought Thomas made a good emcee and was surprised. He found the guy stiff and joyless otherwise. He felt uncomfortable watching Gregoire. Knowing the guy was gay was one thing — he had taken sensitivity training — but he felt uneasy with transvestites. He couldn’t figure out what they wanted. The possibility they might be interested in straight men made him uncomfortable. Still, he had to admire the act, which was at once skilful and funny. He checked to make sure his staff wasn’t getting too caught up in the show.

The act ended. Tim and Gregoire took a bow.

Thomas returned to the microphone. “Thank you, Tim and Gregoire. That was…unbelievable. Now, please welcome Jim and Eileen, who have something to promise one another.”

They look like Marg Osborne and Charlie Chamberlain from Don Messer’s Jubilee, Brisbois thought as the couple took the stage. He saw Tim — minus his tails — enter the room from the corridor. He slipped into one of the chairs placed along the side wall. Marg and Charlie were halfway through their number when Gregoire entered in his whites. He checked the buffet, then joined Tim.

Brisbois’ attention shifted back to the audience. Normal-looking holiday crowd enjoying the show. Tim got up and joined Trudy and Mrs. Millotte as hands shot up here and there for drink orders. Gregoire checked the wine.

In spite of his admonition to his officers, Brisbois found it hard to avoid being swept up in the wave that was Music Hall, the numbers varying from the splendid to the glitzy to the inane, with never a dull moment. He even enjoyed the old judge playing ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ on the spoons.

A shudder went through the crowd as Lloyd rambled onto the stage and commenced to dance a dark, shuffling version of ‘Me and My Shadow.’ He noticed how the staff grew especially attentive. He realized how close these people were and felt lonely and shut out by their intimacy. He wished he had been able to invite his wife. Maybe, when all the nastiness was over, he could bring her here for dinner.

Aunt Pearl had stood and was making her way toward the stage, grabbing at the backs of chairs as she went.

“Miss Dutton.” Thomas leaned down and smiled as Pearl grabbed his sleeve and whispered into his ear. He straightened. “Miss Dutton will now perform, for your pleasure, ‘I’m Only a Bird in a Gilded Cage’.”

Aunt Pearl warbled through the number quite nicely, then tottered off stage right. There was a pause, then a crash.

Gregoire leapt up and ran down the hall. He entered stage right, came to the footlights, and scanned the crowd. Spotting Rudley, he beckoned to him. Rudley hustled out into the hall, followed by Tim.

Creighton was at their heels. “What’s wrong?”

“Aunt Pearl fell into the costume box,” Tim said. “She’s down for the count.”

“Drunk?”

“At least,” said Rudley. He gripped her firmly under the arms. “Let’s just get you to your room, Pearl.”

Tim took her legs. Together, they hustled her up the stairs.

“Miss Pearl cannot take a bow,” Thomas announced. “But let’s give her a good send-off.”

Brisbois swivelled toward the hallway. Creighton had abandoned his post. Unnecessarily, he thought, since he didn’t believe Tim, Rudley, and Aunt Pearl were conspirators in murder. He took a deep breath. God, he needed a cigarette.

He caught Guy’s eye and showed him the package of Rothman’s. Guy nodded.

The hallway was empty. A young officer named Owens was at the door.

“Everything quiet?”

“Yes, sir.”

He noted their man on the dock with a fishing pole. He lit a cigarette and wandered around the side of the building.

The shadows drew him in. Piano music drifted to him faintly. Nothing he knew. Classical. Soothing. Intimately connected to the lap of water against the shoreline. He noted a pinpoint of light a hundred yards away where a second officer was conducting perimeter rounds under the guise of collecting night crawlers. He squinted as the breeze shifted, wafting smoke into his eyes. There was a soft scraping on the porch roof. He glanced up. Saw nothing. Branch, he guessed. He leaned against the wall with a sigh of contentment.

Brisbois opened his eyes to darkness. The last thing he remembered was stepping outside for a cigarette. He wondered if he had died and gone to hell. He chuckled. His wife always said smoking would do him in.

He tried to stand up and knocked his already sore head against something. His hands were tied. From the looseness of his collar, he deduced his jailer had used his necktie. He sat down and scooted backwards a few feet. Hit a wall. Hitched sideways. His shoulder struck stone. He scooted ahead. His feet hit a wall. He decided he was in a crawl space. But where? There was nothing in the layout of the Pleasant to suggest such a place existed.

“Who’s there?” he mumbled around the gag he assumed was his pocket handkerchief.

No answer.

“You won’t get away with this.”

Nothing.

“I’m a police officer. Do you know how much trouble you can get into kidnapping a police officer?”

No answer.

Dumb, he thought. If anyone else were here, he would have bumped into him by now. He wriggled his fingers and leaned back. Felt a damp, gritty floor. He had to be at the Pleasant. His kidnapper couldn’t have smuggled him past the officers manning the perimeter. Shouldn’t have been able to. Of course, not one of those officers had noticed him getting clobbered either.

He cursed. Now he had to go to the bathroom. He wished he had never met Rudley and his star-crossed inn.

Music Hall howled past the second intermission before anyone noticed Brisbois was missing. Creighton missed him first.

“Where’s the boss?”

“How should I know?”

“Didn’t you notice he was gone?”

“He stepped out for a cigarette,” Guy said.

“How long ago?”

Guy checked his watch. “Just after the ‘Me and My Shadow’ number. Must have been an hour and a half ago.”

“And you didn’t notice if he came back?”

Guy gave him a sour look. “I thought we were supposed to be watching the crowd. I didn’t know we had to babysit Brisbois.”

Rudley and Margaret took the stage.

“Don’t ask me,” Gregoire said to Creighton’s increasing consternation. “I’ve been slaving over these chafing dishes since I finished my number. I’ve hardly had time to notice an errant detective.”

Trudy and Mrs. Millotte shook their heads.

Rudley and Margaret danced into the wings.

Creighton accosted them in the dressing room. “Have you seen Brisbois?”

Margaret waved Creighton off. “They’re calling us back for an encore, Rudley.”

Creighton paced until they returned, Margaret smiling, Rudley mopping his brow.

“At times like this, I think we should consider air conditioning.”

“It would destroy the ambiance, Rudley.”

“Brisbois,” Creighton rasped. “Have you seen him?”

“Are you telling me he’s missing?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t say that pains me.”

“On Music Hall,” Margaret said. “I’m sorry, Detective. He’s probably just out investigating something.”

“That wasn’t the plan.” Creighton spotted Lloyd wandering past the door. “Have you seen Brisbois?”

“He was watching my song.”

“I know that. When did he go out?”

“Before Tiffany.”

“And you didn’t see him again?”

“Nope. When I saw him he was holding up his cigarettes and pointing.”

Creighton’s shoulders slumped. “So nobody’s seen him for almost an hour and a half.” He considered calling in reinforcements, surrounding the property in search of Brisbois. He got on the phone to the inspector sergeant, Max Mallen.

“What do you need more men for? You’ve got half the detachment there now.”

“They have specific assignments.”

“Well, reassign a couple to go out to crawl around. When the evening’s over and everyone is tucked into bed and you still can’t find him, you can send the whole damn detachment looking for him.” He paused. “If I know Brisbois, he’s thought of something and he’s gone to check it out.”

“He would have let me know if there’d been a change of plans.”

“No, he wouldn’t. I partnered with him for two years. He’s the kind of guy who would go out to pick up coffee and decide to take a side trip to the warehouse district to check out a drug dealer.”

“Brave.”

“Stupid.”

“So you’re advising me to do nothing.”

“No. I’m advising you to spring two guys to look for him. If you don’t find him by the time the crowd clears out, reassign the rest of the crew to look for him — except the guy on the door.”

“Owens?”

“Yes. And if you still can’t find him, I’ll come down myself.”

I don’t want you to come down yourself, Creighton thought.

“When you find him, tell him to give me a call.”

Creighton knew he was supposed to say ‘yes, inspector sergeant’, so he did.

“And he’s wrong about this being an inside job. He should have deployed most of his people at the perimeter. Isn’t that what you would have done?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s what I would have done. This is what happens when you get too fond of a theory. You get yourself boxed in.”

“Sir.”

“Don’t try to defend his damned theories.”

Creighton wasn’t about to, but it didn’t matter. The inspector sergeant had hung up.

What the inspector sergeant was saying was true. Brisbois did work with blinkers on most of the time. But eighty per cent of the time his theories were right. Those, Creighton thought, were good numbers. The inspector sergeant was correct about another thing: Brisbois was a loner. That could be dangerous.

If only he weren’t so fond of his cigarettes. If only they hadn’t banned smoking in public places. Creighton took a deep breath. For the time being, at least, he was in charge.

Brisbois licked his lips. He was thirsty and wanted a cigarette. Desperately needed a cigarette. The package mocked him from his left breast pocket. He shivered and was glad he had worn a tweed jacket. He tried to distract himself from his craving by trying to make sense of his predicament. Clearly, he had not been kidnapped for ransom. The inspector sergeant wouldn’t pay for him. He suspected his boss would be happy to have him go missing for a few days. He concluded he had been taken because he had interfered with the commission of a crime.

He considered the available suspects. The Sawchucks? He attempted a laugh, imagining the old lady thumping him over the head with her stick and the old man trundling him off to wherever he had been trundled off to. The Phipps-Walkers? He might worry about them if he were a bird. He shook his head. Who knew what anybody was capable of? He comforted himself with the knowledge his boys and girls had been watching. When he reviewed their notes, something would shake loose. Once he got out of this mess. If he got out of this mess.

Guy came back up to the veranda. “We’ve combed the property, Creighton. There’s not a sign of Brisbois.”

“He couldn’t have left the property.”

“Maybe he crawled in behind the steps for a nap,” Lloyd said.

Creighton turned to him. “What steps?”

“The steps at the side. They swing out and there’s a little room in behind.”

Rudley stared at him. “What little room?”

“Behind the steps.” Lloyd persisted. “I knocked against them one day, and lo and behold, they swung open. And there behind was a little room. There wasn’t anything in it.”

Rudley’s eyes crossed. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I figured you knew.”

Creighton blew out a long breath. “Does anyone here have a flashlight?”

Miss Miller led Edward Simpson to his room and leaned against the wall while he opened the door.

“I don’t know, Elizabeth,” he said. “With everything that’s happening around here. With Brisbois missing.”

She followed him into the room. “All of this intrigue has made me hungry for action.”

“You’re such a tiger, Elizabeth.”

“I’ll keep my claws in, Edward.” She pursued him across the room as he backed away in mock horror.

Simpson rounded the bed and without warning, crashed to the floor.

“Edward?”

“I’m sorry, Elizabeth, but I believe I’ve broken my leg.”










Chapter Fourteen

The morning after Music Hall, Garrett Thomas walked into town. He had gone first to the train station where he purchased a ticket for Montreal. He then made his way to the waterfront. He looked around to make sure he had not been observed, then slipped onto a modest inboard. He ducked below deck, tapped on the door, swung it open.

Ned lay propped up in bed, reading a book. He put the book aside and swung his legs over the side of the bed.

Garrett picked up the book and examined it briefly. “I didn’t know you were a fan of Japanese literature.”

“Japanese, Chinese, Russian. I’ve had plenty of time to develop my tastes.” He stood up, removed his reading glasses, and set them on the bedside table. “Did you bring them?”

“No.”

“Where are they?”

“Back at the inn. I haven’t checked out yet.”

Ned stared at him.

“I’ve decided it would be safer if I took them on the train.”

“You’ve decided.”

“Yes. These days…with drug smuggling, everyone’s insecure, it seems better. It’s not inconceivable your boat would be searched.”

Ned didn’t blink. “I doubt if I’d be a target. A middle-aged man alone. This isn’t a cigarette boat.”

“I think it would be prudent to do it my way. I’ll take the train to Montreal, make connections there to Boston. I’ll check into the downtown Marriott and wait for you. I have contacts in Boston. We’ll set the deal. Do the split. You might want to set something up in the Caymans. Then you can get into your boat and head for a new adventure.” He raised his brows as Ned continued to stare. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

Ned reached for his book and ruffled the pages. “I took a lot of risks, Garrett. Killing two men. And now you’re being cute about the diamonds. What are you going to do? Dole them out to me a carat at a time?”

Garrett stiffened. “You didn’t have to kill Leslie. That was your part of the plan.”

“He might have remembered something. You said he was giving you some odd looks.”

Thomas raised his arms in frustration, then let them drop to his sides, smiled. “Well, what’s done is done. I’ve thought this matter out carefully, Ned. I’ve spared you the risk of being apprehended. I’ve spared you the tedious mess with the middlemen. You don’t have to touch a thing. Your share goes directly into an account, which, with my contacts, I’ll arrange.”

Ned stared off over Garrett’s shoulder. “You always did like making the arrangements.”

Garrett gave him a self-effacing shrug. “It’s something I’m good at.”

Ned closed the book, then opened the drawer of the bedside table. “I have a different plan.”










Chapter Fifteen

The door opened. Thomas stood in the doorway in an olive linen jacket, grey slacks, grey and green striped shirt, and a grey silk tie held in place with a handsome gold clip. His suitcases lay on the bed behind him.

“Mr. Thomas, I hear you’re ready to get under way.”

“All good things must end.”

Brisbois nodded. “You’re right about that.” He pointed to the suitcases. “Finished packing?”

“Yes.”

Brisbois indicated the suitcases. “Do you mind?”

Thomas’ eyes darkened. “Yes, I do.”

“I just want to make sure you’re not absconding with the towels.” He reached into his pocket. “I have a warrant, signed by a judge this morning. I got it when I heard you were leaving.”

“Stealing hotel linens is something I gave up in university.”

“Harvard, I presume.”

“Northeastern. Boston. Magna cum laude.”

“Good for you.” Brisbois opened the larger suitcase and sorted through. “Nice shirts.”

“Thank you.”

“No towels.” Brisbois opened the smaller suitcase, stared for a long moment, then snapped it close. “Not even a washcloth.”

Thomas’ brow furrowed. “Are you through?”

“Could you turn your pockets out?”

“Why not?” Thomas did as requested.

“Nothing.”

“You’ve wrinkled my suit for nothing, Detective.”

“Sorry.”

“Are you finished?”

“Guess so.”

Thomas picked up his suitcases. “Good day, Detective. I must say, I hope we never meet again.”

“Likewise,” Brisbois murmured.

He watched Thomas leave, feeling deflated. If he’d had to put money on any of them being guilty, Thomas would have been his first choice. He had to admit that one reason he liked him as a suspect was that he didn’t like the man. He resembled Miss Miller: too many things seemed to happen around him. The difference was that he liked Miss Miller.

Brisbois, he said to himself, you’ve been barking up the wrong tree.

Rudley leaned across the desk, staring into space. Margaret brought a vase of flowers for the lobby, pausing to adjust a daisy.

“A penny for your thoughts, Rudley.”

“I wish I knew what in hell was going on around here.”

“I wouldn’t let that sort of thing bother you, dear.”

“We’ve had Music Hall, Aunt Pearl fell into the costume box, Brisbois got knocked on the head and stuffed into a cubbyhole I’ve never heard about. Someone removed the register from room 206. Simpson fell into the hole and broke his leg.” Rudley shook his head. “First, Mrs. Sawchuck, then Simpson. Who on earth would tamper with floor registers?”

“He’ll be all right. He doesn’t have to leave for another week, and Miss Miller is looking after him.”

“I’m not sure if that’s good for his leg,” Rudley muttered. “I can’t believe we had a crawl space under the steps that I didn’t know about.”

“It wasn’t noted on the floor plan, Rudley.”

“With a trap door in the ceiling, opening to a register in the pantry.”

“I suppose that could lead to a rat problem.”

“We’ll put that cat of yours to work.”

“Rudley, she’s hardly a professional.”

“I’m surprised we have any guests left.”

“Apart from Thomas, everyone seems content to stay.”

“When all is said and done, two people have been murdered on our premises, and we don’t know anything more than we did in the first place.”

“These things happen, Rudley.”

“I don’t like it, Margaret.”

“These things happen.” Margaret slid behind the counter and squeezed Rudley’s arm. “You’re feeling down because Music Hall’s over.” She kissed him on the cheek. “It will happen again in two weeks and it will be every bit as good.”

“It’s more than that, Margaret. No one seems to care that two people are dead. It’s as if the whole business were a murder-mystery weekend.”

“We should put on one of those.” She stared off into space. “Not right away, of course. That would be insensitive. Perhaps during the winter when everyone’s feeling bored.”

“At the moment, Margaret, I can’t think of anything more repulsive.”

She turned as Thomas came down the stairs. He stopped at the desk and pulled out his wallet.

“I’m sorry you’re leaving early, Mr. Thomas. I regret your stay wasn’t more pleasant.”

Thomas handed Rudley a credit card. “I could have done without Brisbois. Otherwise, my stay was dandy.”

Rudley swiped the card and handed it back. “Lloyd will take you to the train.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“I hope you’ll come back,” Margaret said. When he hesitated, she added, “We’re thinking of putting on a murder-mystery weekend this winter.”

He smiled. “I don’t know, Mrs. Rudley. Once you’ve experienced the real thing, anything else, no matter how skilfully presented, would pale by comparison.”

Brisbois entered the lobby to find the Rudleys, Tim, and Creighton gathered around the desk, their attention focused on a box wrapped in brown paper.

“Mr. George left it for the next pick up,” Tim said. “I guess he didn’t want to stand in line at the post office.”

“And?”

“You said we should let you know if somebody tried to send something out.”

“I did.” Brisbois checked the box. “Leo George. Addressed to Netta George. Mailing something to his home address. Interesting.” He turned to Tim. “Where did Mr. George go?”

“He said he was going for a walk in the woods.”

“Okay.” Brisbois took a pair of gloves from his pocket. “Let’s have a look.” He turned to Creighton. “Get this down, Creighton. Box, about ten inches cubed, wrapped in brown paper, addressed to Netta George, 14 Willow Street, Toronto, from Leo George at the Pleasant Inn, Wood Lake Road, et cetera.” He took a jackknife from his pocket and slit the tape. “What we have inside is a cardboard box.” He opened it. “And inside this cardboard box, we have a light wooden box about eight inches cubed with a lid secured with a silver-coloured hasp.”

“Maybe it’s a bomb,” said Tim.

“I don’t think so.” Brisbois opened the lid.

Creighton jerked. Margaret yipped. Brisbois stared in disbelief.

“Jesus Christ,” said Rudley.

Brisbois shook his head. “The box contains a clown, a jack-in-the-box.”

“He’s lovely,” Margaret said. “He’s one of Faith Burgess’. She’s a toymaker in Middleton.”

Brisbois frisked the toy, then turned to Creighton. “Wrap it up and send it on its way.” He turned on his heel and stalked out to the veranda.

Brisbois leaned against the veranda railing and stared down at the dock.

“I wouldn’t feel too bad, boss,” said Creighton. “How were we to know that a man who looks like the Frankenstein monster likes to play with dolls?”

Brisbois gave him a sour look. “It was a gift for his mother.”

Creighton suppressed a grin. “What’s next, boss?”

“I don’t have a clue,” Brisbois said. “Yet.”

“What’s wrong?”

Tim and the Rudleys grouped around Gregoire as he presented his dilemma.

“Mr. Sawchuck wants me to cook the fish he caught for supper.”

Rudley folded his arms. “So?”

Gregoire looked at Rudley in disbelief. “You see what it is?”

“It’s some sort of catfish. About eight inches long, I’d say.”

“It’s also mushy and full of worms.”

Rudley considered this. “Does Mr. Sawchuck know it’s mushy and full of worms?”

“I could not bring myself to tell him. He was so proud. It’s the first fish he has ever caught. I think it jumped into his boat.”

“Tell him he should keep it on ice and take it back to Rochester,” Margaret suggested. “Tell him it will extend his enjoyment of the time he spent here.”

“He wants to eat it here,” Gregoire persisted. “For dinner. Tonight. He said he has always wanted to eat a fish he caught himself, one cooked over a bed of coals by the lake.”

“I take it he expects you to prepare a bed of coals by the lake,” said Rudley.

“I told him we did that just on the fish fry on Monday night. I will not be going down to the lake to fire up the big grill to cook one wormy catfish.”

Rudley nodded. “I understand.” He thought for a moment. “I don’t think you have a choice,” he said finally. “It’s his fish and he wants it cooked for supper tonight. Use the hibachi. And try to get the worms out.”

“Repulsive.” Gregoire threw up his arms and stormed back to the kitchen.

“It’s not nice to ask him to prepare a meal with substandard ingredients, Rudley.”

“Everyone has a dream, Margaret. If Mr. Sawchuck wants to eat a fish he caught, far be it for me to interfere. Gregoire will just have to be especially brilliant.”

“You should have told him that.”

“His ego is as big as a barn as it is,” Tim said.

“I don’t like the part about the worms.”

“Nonsense, Margaret. Every piece of cod you pick up in the supermarket is full of worms. They cook up quite nicely.” He turned back to his work. “Besides, that was all for show. Gregoire will look through the fish the other guests have put away until he finds something of like size.”

“You mean he’ll steal someone else’s fish?”

“Exactly.”

Margaret smiled. “How splendidly devious of him.”

Gregoire selected a cooler and peeked inside. “Mr. Phipps-Walker has one nice trout.”

“No can do.” Tim spun the tray on one finger, flipped it, and tucked it under his arm. “He’s saving his catch for his grandchildren. He promised them a cookout with Grandpa’s fish when he returns.”

“At the rate he’s going, I hope he doesn’t have many grandchildren.”

“How about Mr. Nuttal?”

“Minnows.”

“Mr. Coteau?”

Gregoire flipped open the container.

“For Christ’s sake, it’s a snake.”

“You’ve been around Rudley too long. It’s an eel.” Gregoire closed the lid. “I’m not in the mood to cook an eel. Besides, even a novice like Mr. Sawchuck would recognize a catfish from an eel.”

“Take Thomas’.”

“He would notice and make a big fuss.”

“He’s gone. I just saw him leaving. Either he forgot his fish or he doesn’t want to be reminded of his stay here.”

“Perhaps. I thought some of them would have liked to have taken home movies.” Gregoire checked the container. “He has put masking tape around it.”

“No problem.” Tim took out a kitchen knife, slit the tape.

Gregoire sorted through the treasures. “This trout is the smallest.”

“It’s still twice as big as Sawchuck’s catfish.”

“I’ll trim it down. I’ll say they swell when they are cooked.”

Margaret came into the kitchen. “Gregoire, whose fish did you steal?”

“Mr. Thomas’.”

“Mr. Thomas would want his fish.”

“He must not have. He left them here.”

“I’m sure he would want them. He forgot them because Detective Brisbois upset him.” She seized the container. “I’ll send Lloyd after him.”

Margaret hurried out into the lobby, plunked the fish down on the front desk where Brisbois was leaning, talking to Rudley. “Mr. Thomas forgot his fish.”

“That’s what happens when you pester the guests,” Rudley told Brisbois.

Brisbois looked down, defeated.

“You wouldn’t be going into town, Detective?”

“Pardon?”

“I thought if you were going into town you might be able to catch Mr. Thomas before he leaves.”

Lloyd came up the veranda steps.

“Oh,” Margaret said, “Lloyd can do it.” She beckoned to him. “Lloyd, Mr. Thomas forgot his fish. Could you take them to him? What time does the train leave?”

“Train left at three.”

She glanced at the clock. “Oh, dear, it’s too late.”

Lloyd grinned. “It’s gone. Maybe he ain’t.”

“Did he miss it?”

“Guess so. I took him to the train. But I stopped at McCoy’s for ice cream and I saw him walking on the dock.”

“If he missed the train…you should go back and look for him, Lloyd.”

“Don’t know. He went into a boat.”

“What kind of boat?” Brisbois asked.

“One of them you can sleep in under.”

“What was the name on it?”

“Said it was The Gimme.”

“Lousy name for a boat,” Rudley said.

“What would you call a boat, dear?”

“I’d call it The Margaret.”

“Rudley, how very sweet.”

“Give me the fish, Mrs. Rudley.” Brisbois reached for the cooler. “I’m on my way into town. I may as well look around for him.”

“Will we be seeing you again, Detective?”

“You’re damned right you’ll be seeing me again, Rudley. I’ve got two murders to solve.” He took the fish and left.

“If he’d stop reminding us, we just might be able to forget about it,” Rudley said.

“We could almost pretend it happened some other year.”

“We could.”

“I don’t know why Detective Brisbois wants to pester Mr. Thomas. I’m certain he drove him to leave early.”

“I think he’s jealous of his suits. His look as if he’d made them out of feed bags.”

“Don’t be classist, Rudley.”

“I don’t really think it’s the suits, Margaret. It’s his body. He envies his body.”

“Mr. Thomas is trim.”

“And Brisbois is a forty-five-year-old man with a paunch.”

“Be nice, Rudley.”

“Aren’t I always?”

Lloyd grinned.

Miss Miller steamed into the lobby with Simpson in tow. They had taken a day trip by canoe and had come fresh from the dock.

Margaret was at the desk. “Did you have a nice trip?”

“Lovely, Mrs. Rudley.” Simpson’s face was sunburnt. “We stopped for our shore picnic at the park. We must compliment Gregoire.”

“He’s a gem. And how did you manage with your leg? I hope you didn’t have too much pain.”

“I sat with it propped up all the way. Elizabeth took care of the paddling.”

“You’ll need a good rest then and a stiff drink.” Margaret reached under the desk. “Mail for you, Miss Miller. Priority post.”

Miss Miller checked the address on the packet. Her eyes lit up.

“Why don’t you make yourselves comfortable on the veranda? I’ll send Tim with double scotches.”

The Sawchucks were coming up the path from their pre-dinner ramble as Miss Miller and Simpson settled themselves on the veranda, Mrs. Sawchuck stabbing the ground with her walking stick. A rowboat eased toward the dock, bearing the Phipps-Walkers.

“The Pleasant has predictable rhythms,” said Simpson. “No matter what else is happening, everyone pulls in from their treks at the usual time. They tidy up, have a nap and a pre-dinner cocktail. No matter how much people claim they crave excitement, I believe they thrive on routine.”

Miss Miller had missed Simpson’s soliloquy. She was engrossed in her letter. “Look at this, Edward.”

“What have you got there?”

“It’s a reply from my friend in Toronto. Look what she’s sent.” She handed him a blurry black and white paper copy.

“Chicago Tribune,” Simpson murmured. “Leslie was right. He did remember seeing something about Thomas in the paper.”



Chicago Man Killed in Fiery Crash




Lawrence “Ned” Thomas, 24 years old, was killed when his car jumped a guardrail near Joliet. The car rolled down the incline and burst into flames. Mr. Thomas, who studied drama at Northeastern, had appeared in local theatre and several off-Broadway plays. He is survived by his mother, Adele Thomas, and his brother, Garrett Thomas. His father, Robert J. Thomas, a prominent local businessman, predeceased him.



“Must have been traumatic having a brother die so violently,” Simpson said. “Perhaps that explains his cynicism.”

“Terrible picture,” said Miss Miller. “Barely more than a silhouette.” She tossed the paper aside.

“You seem disappointed.”

“I was expecting something more dramatic. Something that might tie the murders together. Thomas was from Chicago. Leslie studied in Chicago.”

“Chicago is a big city.”

“Still…”

“That would be like assuming I’m the great-grandson of Jack the Ripper because I’m from London.”

“You could be, Edward. No one knows who Jack the Ripper was.”

“My great-grandfather was a career military man.”

“Nothing is ruled out. We have to put our heads together, Edward, and figure out what this means.”

He smiled. “I’m game for that.”

She gave him a nudge. “Later.”

Brisbois stopped at the Middleton train station.

“Did the train leave on time?” he asked the stationmaster.

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you see a man get on? Middle-aged. Fancy dresser.”

“A well-dressed man bought a ticket earlier.”

“Where to?”

“Montreal.”

“Did you see him get on the train?”

“I can’t say I was looking.”

“If he missed it, could he get a later train?”

“Not until tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you.” Brisbois returned to his car. He supposed he should hustle down to the pier, just in case Thomas was still around. Try to deliver the fish. Or maybe he’d take them home and eat them himself. Maybe he’d just leave them at the curb. Let them rot. He shook his head. Why did he feel so much enmity toward Thomas? He supposed it had to do with his unsavoury connections, his arrogance. Because he couldn’t shake the feeling he’d missed something. But, as the inspector sergeant said, the case against Thomas was purely circumstantial. There wasn’t a shred of physical evidence. Then there were the alibis. As good as gold. He grimaced. He just didn’t like the guy.

He drove down to the dock, parked the car in the lot beside the snack bar, and started walking down the boardwalk. A small inboard, The Icicle, was just getting underway. An older couple. Probably in the village for dinner, eager to get back to their cottage across the bay before dark. A couple of outboards with serial numbers he guessed belonged to guys in town for beer. The Excelsior, a yacht as big as a house. He’d heard it belonged to a guy who had come to the area to judge a horse show. The Patrick Henry, a trim little inboard in battleship grey, decked out in American flags. Old navy guy, he guessed. The next few slips were empty. He stopped at the last boat, a modest inboard that could sleep two. The Gemini. He shook his head. Clearly, Lloyd couldn’t read.

“Thomas.” He hunkered down on the dock. “It’s Brisbois.”

No answer. He chuckled. No surprise.

“I’m not here on business,” he said. “I brought your fish.” He glanced up and down the dock, hoping to spot someone he could entrust the fish to and go. If Thomas had left, maybe the friend who owned the boat would enjoy them. He set the cooler of fish on the deck and eased into the boat, clinging to the side. He’d never been much good in boats. His leather soles didn’t help. He dropped to the deck, retrieved the cooler, and looked around.

The cabin door was open a crack. He eased it open with his foot. Almost dropped the fish.

“Jesus.”

Creighton entered the lobby. “Does anyone know where Brisbois went?”

“He went into town to take Mr. Thomas his fish,” Margaret said. “I’ve since discovered Aunt Pearl appropriated his lovely tie clasp.”

“He’s delivering fish now?”

“Mr. Thomas forgot them. Detective Brisbois said he was going into town and he would take them.”

“Did he say when he was coming back?”

“No. I suppose I’ll have to mail it to Mr. Thomas.” She paused, her brow wrinkling. “I could have sworn he had it on when he checked out.”

“Damn.”

“It was quite distinctive.”

“What?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m sure Detective Brisbois will be back soon. In the meantime, why don’t you join us for dinner?”

“Thank you, ma’am, but I’m afraid that isn’t allowed.”

“It’s not as if we can influence your investigation with a plate of liver and onions.”

“Well, if you have liver and onions. I’ll expect a bill, of course.”

Margaret slipped her arm through his. “Nonsense.” She led Creighton into the dining room, deposited him at a table. “Tim, the detective is our guest tonight.”

Tim drew himself up, practically clicking his heels. “We have a nice prime rib. Baked lake trout. And, if you’re partial to French cuisine, coq au vin.”

“Liver and onions, please.”

“The prime rib is to die for.”

“Liver and onions with mashed potatoes, if you have them.”

“Liver and onions it is.” Tim whirled away to the kitchen, closed the door, and gave Gregoire a smug smile. “Detective Creighton is dining with us tonight. He wants liver and onions with mashed potatoes.”

“Well, he can’t have it. The only liver I have thawed is a piece I have set out for Lloyd.”

“Lloyd will have to eat prime rib.”

“Very well, but you will have to tell him.” Gregoire got down a cutting board and a bag of seasoned flour. “If you will hand me a skillet. No, not that one. That small one is for Mr. Sawchuck’s fish, which, with any luck — and God knows that is a scarce commodity around here — will be thawed nicely in a half-hour. I hope he’s not sitting by the door, salivating.”

“I told him we’d call him just as the fish strikes the butter with an orgasmic sizzle.”

“Very well.” Gregoire swiped Lloyd’s liver through the flour. “Go out, please, and find if Detective Creighton would like asparagus or something more fitting with his low-class English palate. Frozen peas, for example.”

Miss Miller and Mr. Simpson arrived in the dining room just as Detective Creighton tucked into his liver and onions. Margaret Rudley and Aunt Pearl had joined him.

“Why don’t you kids join us?” Aunt Pearl said. She grabbed Simpson’s sleeve and held him.

“We’d love to.”

“Alone tonight, Detective?” Miss Miller asked.

“Yes. It seems Brisbois is delivering fish.”

“Mr. Thomas forgot his fish,” Margaret explained.

“You know,” Miss Miller said, “I’ve always thought there was something suspicious about Mr. Thomas.”

“I see.”

“We — Edward and I — were sitting with Mr. Thomas when Mr. Leslie first arrived. We asked him to join us. When Mr. Leslie found out Mr. Thomas was from Chicago he said he had been a student at the University of Chicago and remembered seeing something about Thomas in the newspaper. Thomas said his was a common name, that he was probably thinking of Garfield Thomas, a former councilman.”

“Thomas is a common name.”

Miss Miller leaned across the table. “Leslie was right.” She reached into her purse, took out the newspaper clipping, and handed it to Creighton.

Creighton shrugged. “We know his brother died young. So he burned to death. Thomas probably doesn’t like to talk about it.”

Miss Miller made a face. “I would think you would be more interested.”

“I’ll bet you like Agatha Christie.”

“Not particularly.”

“Oh, I thought you might like the idea of the amateur sleuth solving the case while the incompetent officials muck it up.”

Miss Miller sat upright, folded her hands. “No, I am not interested in being another Miss Marple. It seems to me, however, that the police have overlooked a few things.”

“Such as?”

“Thomas’ connection to the first victim. He was from Chicago too, wasn’t he? Unless he went there specifically to have his shoes repaired.”

Creighton shrugged. “Actually, the case against you is better.”

Aunt Pearl patted her arm. “Don’t feel bad, dear. As much as I liked Thomas, I thought he was a sinister number.” She took the clipping, pulled it toward her. “A shame. Such a gentleman. And look at those nice tight ears.”

“I think…”

Creighton’s words were lost as someone in the kitchen screamed.

Brisbois’ mouth sagged. Thomas lay across a narrow bunk, legs dangling. Blood seeped through his shirt and spotted the patchwork quilt. Brisbois eased the cooler to the floor, stepped forward, and leaned to check Thomas’ carotid.

The man was clearly dead.

The door closed behind him.

“Keep your hands where I can see them, Detective,” a familiar voice said. “I have a gun and, as you can see, I have nothing to lose.”

Brisbois flinched as the cool metal nuzzled his neck.

“Now, I want you to take those handcuffs from your pocket — slowly. That’s good.” A hand reached around him for the cuffs. “Step forward. All right. Now, put your right hand behind your back.” Brisbois felt the metal, heard the click. “Now the other hand. Good.” The deck creaked as the man stepped back. “You may turn around now.”

Brisbois’ eyes widened.

The man smiled. “Surprised? I’m dead, aren’t I, lying on the bed where you found me.” He tilted his head. “Do you know who I am?”

“I’ll bet you’re Ned Thomas.”

“Or maybe I’m Garrett Thomas.”

Brisbois shrugged. “I’d say you were Ned. You’ve got a different sort of smirk. Otherwise, I guess the two of you are identical.”

“So it would seem.”

“If you’re Ned, you’re supposed to be dead.”

“If you say so.”

“I guess there’s something to be said for mob connections.”

“You do a lot of guessing.”

“Sometimes I’m right.”

Thomas shrugged. “Unfortunately, we don’t have time for speculation.”

Brisbois gestured toward the ruined suitcases. “You didn’t get the diamonds, did you?”

Thomas’ jaw tightened.

“All that planning. Three murders. A kidnapping. Assault on a police officer and you’ve ended up with nothing. The stash was just a legend after all.”

“Sit down.”

Brisbois eased down against the wall.

Thomas took a length of nautical rope, made a loop. Brisbois kicked at him.

Thomas waggled the gun. “Cooperate, or I’ll shoot you now.”

“You’ll shoot me eventually. You might as well do it now.” Brisbois smiled. “But you’d like a hostage, a little insurance in case you run into a problem.”

Thomas dropped the rope. He put the gun aside, walked over to the body, grabbed it by the feet and dropped it across Brisbois’ legs. “That should keep you in place.” He picked up the gun and left, locking the door.

Gregoire’s eyes were round as he told Creighton what had happened. “I opened it to do the filleting. The fish is full of diamonds.”

Creighton grabbed his arm. “Stop waving that knife around.” He removed the knife from Gregoire’s hand, placed it on the counter. “Where did you get that thing?”

“From the freezer. From Mr. Thomas’ cooler. I borrowed it because Mr. Sawchuck’s fish was no good.”

“Where are the rest of the fish?” He paused, swore under his breath. “Brisbois took them.” He turned to Margaret. “Where?”

“To Mr. Thomas.”

“I know. But, where?”

“Lloyd took him to the train. But later, he saw him getting into a boat at the marina. He said it was an inboard. The Gimme.”

Miss Miller snapped her fingers. “That’s it.”

Everyone turned toward her.

“It’s not The Gimme. It’s The Gemini. Remember that boat we saw at the marina, Edward? It explains everything… And those tight ears!”

“Maybe you could explain everything to me,” said Creighton.

“That day in Middleton, Aunt Pearl thought she had seen Garrett Thomas. But he was at the inn when we got back.” Miss Miller clapped her hands in triumph. “That’s how he was able to get away with everything. Being in two places at the same time. Fishing while Conway and Leslie were being murdered. On the stage all the time at Music Hall while Brisbois was being attacked. Gemini means twins. There were two of them. Isn’t that clever?”

Creighton didn’t wait to hear the end of her sentence. He was on his way to the phone.

Brisbois wriggled his fingers, trying to reach the keys to his handcuffs. If he could stand on his head, if he didn’t have Thomas’ one hundred and seventy pounds flattening his knees. If the smooth soles of his shoes could find a grip on the polished wood. He knew if he worked long enough he could free his feet, then if he tipped to one side, the keys would slide from his pocket. If he had time. He smiled, then his body tightened in a spasm of laughter. He wasn’t the bravest guy in the world; his audacity was more a matter of style. Fools rush in where angels fear to tread, his boss would say. So he wasn’t brave; he also didn’t panic easily. He wondered if he could stall Thomas — whichever one he was. The guy didn’t seem to be the sort who needed to boast. This Thomas seemed to be the kind who would, when the time came, walk through the door, and shoot him between the eyes without a word.

He raised his brows. Now, maybe that was an idea.

“Creighton thinks he’ll make a quick run across the lake, abandon the boat, and try to escape overland. Perhaps steal a car.”

“Why would he do that?” Aunt Pearl slurred as she hoisted a martini. “I’d boot it down the lake until I spotted the first decent-looking boat. Something that said speed. One occupant. Nothing too threatening.” She tapped an ash over the railing.

The principals had gathered on the veranda. Rudley stood, arms folded over the railing, staring toward the dock.

“I’d put out a distress signal,” Pearl went on. “Then I’d board the boat, overpower the occupant, dump him into the lake. By the time the police figured out what had happened, I’d be halfway to Mexico.”

“You’ve been watching too many reruns of Magnum, P.I.,” Tim said.

“Do you think Brisbois is in trouble?”

“He could be,” said Rudley.

“Creighton will take care of him,” Margaret said.

“Creighton couldn’t find an oil slick in a snowstorm,” Rudley said.

“Be nice, Rudley.”

“I don’t think much of Brisbois, Margaret, but I wouldn’t want to see anything happen to him.” He sighed. “I imagine he’s all right. He should be able to handle a dandy like Thomas.”

“He may have murdered two men, Rudley.”

“Mr. Rudley,” said Miss Miller. “I’d like to take out a motor boat. Mr. Simpson and I have decided to go fishing.”

“Of course.” Rudley continued to stare at the dock. “Lloyd will set you up.” He turned and said rather mournfully, “Lloyd.”

“Yes’m?”

“Would you help Miss Miller with a motor boat?”

“Yes’m.”

Miller grabbed Simpson by the arm. “Come on, Edward.”

Simpson let Miss Miller help him down off the veranda.

“It’s a bit frightening, walking down steps on these things.” He indicated the crutches.

“You’re doing splendidly, Edward.”

Lloyd pointed out a sleek craft. “You’ll want this one.” He grinned. “It’s got the biggest engine.”

“Can you handle a craft like that, Elizabeth?”

“Of course. I was a Girl Scout. I can handle everything.”

“You start it like this,” said Lloyd, making a jerking motion with his hand. “And that thing there, you turn it which way and that to get to where you’re going.”

“Don’t worry, Lloyd.”

“No, ma’am.”

“Now, if you will steady the boat while I help Mr. Simpson on board.”

“You shouldn’t get the cast wet.”

“Yes, Lloyd.”

“The life jackets are in that bag under the back seat.”

“Thank you, Lloyd.”

Miss Miller hopped on board and started the engine with a flick of the wrist.

“Well, this seems all right, Elizabeth,” Simpson said as they eased away from the dock. “But you’ve forgot the fishing rods.”

“I have a plan,” she said.

Brisbois grunted as he inched toward the door, hitching Garrett Thomas’ body ahead of him. He heard the heavy throb of the motor. Ned had turned left when he pulled away from the dock. He imagined Creighton and Ruskay shooting the breeze on the veranda at the Pleasant while he passed before their eyes, hog-tied, and laughed until his belly cramped. Thomas jiggled over his knees.

Simpson sat forward. “I don’t like your plan, Elizabeth.”

“What harm could it do?”

“It could get us killed.”

“Nonsense. All we’re doing is puttering down the lake, looking for The Gemini. If we spot the police boats, we’ll know they’ve got the situation in hand and turn away. If we spot The Gemini first, we’ll simply keep it under surveillance and notify the police at the nearest opportunity.”

“If he’s the one, he’s quite capable of killing us.”

“He wouldn’t murder us in the middle of the lake with cottages all around.”

“They look rather far away to me.”

“Everything on the water looks further away, Edward.”

He looked back at the inn. It looked very small indeed. “I hope you don’t plan to get in the middle of anything, Elizabeth.”

“I want to see what’s going on. If in the process of finding out what’s going on I can help the police, I will.”

“The issue is probably moot. I imagine Brisbois has already apprehended Thomas.”

“He didn’t know about the diamonds, Edward. He probably threw the fish at him and left to check on some trace evidence or follow some other fruitless lead.”

“You’re sure we won’t be in danger.”

She patted his hand. “Edward, would I do anything to put you in danger?”

Creighton had alerted Inspector Mallen, who commenced to mobilize his patrol boats and notify his colleagues in neighbouring jurisdictions. He then called for a patrol car to take him to headquarters.

“Leave it to Brisbois to end up in a mess like this,” the inspector sergeant said when Creighton appeared in the doorway. “Or wherever in hell he is. For all we know, he went to pick up his dry cleaning and is home having supper with his wife.”

“He hasn’t contacted his wife, sir.”

“I don’t know how he could end up in trouble. He went to drop off some fish. He didn’t know the damned things were stuffed with diamonds. Why in hell wouldn’t Thomas just say thanks and quietly slip away?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Well, damn him. If he’s goofing off somewhere. If we find him at Tim’s, having an iced cappuccino…”

“He wouldn’t do that, sir. Granted, he’s apt to wander, but he would have got back to me by now. He knew I was waiting to hear from him.”

The inspector sergeant sank into his chair. “You’re right.” He sprang up and went to the wall map. “One of our boats is here.” He indicated the narrow channel where the lake met the river. “If The Gemini is headed in that direction, he’ll run right into our boys — or girls, or both.” He hastened on. “If he’s gone the other way, it’s going to be harder to spot him with all those inlets and islands. We’ll have the plane up there before the hour’s out. We’ve got the pontoon and helicopter. We’ve got cars stationed on the shore roads if he decides to put in along that way. We’ve got a bulletin out on the airways to alert the folks who live in the area.”

“I’d like to get a lift on that pontoon, Inspector Sergeant.”

“No. I want you here with me. I need you to work the phones. Find out more about Thomas and where he might make a run for.”

Creighton was silent.

“He’s probably at the dry cleaners,” Mallen said.

Brisbois was sweating. He was a foot from the door now, twisting. He had succeeded in dumping Thomas’ body ahead of him and was busy packing him against the door like a draft doggie. It was a tough chance, he thought, but a chance. He sat back, bent his knees and heaved with all his might. Stood up. Got a better look at the door. It was locked from the outside. Double tumbler. No way to latch it from the inside.

“I guess I’ll have to rely on you, chum,” he told the body.

Miss Miller seized the binoculars. “Edward, it’s The Gemini.”

“We should have brought a cellular phone.”

“I don’t think they have such technological marvels at the Pleasant,” Miss Miller murmured. She scanned the horizon. “Do you see those buoys, Edward?”

“I do.”

“We’re going to herd The Gemini toward them.”

“How?”

“I’m going to cut an erratic path across his bow.”

Simpson blanched. “Won’t he run over us?”

“Not immediately.” She slapped Simpson on the knee to get his attention. “Listen, Edward, I’m going to cut some fancy figures. I want you to take out that bag with the lifejackets and gesture wildly.”

“You want me to wave that bag?”

“Yes. We’ll pretend we think he’s left something behind. We’re being good Samaritans. It will confuse him at least. He’ll think I’m demented.”

Simpson gave her a meaningful look.

“All he’ll want to do is get rid of us. He’ll let us come alongside. I’ll toss the bag to him but I’ll toss it short. Then I’ll jump in, grab the bag, and hand it up. He’ll come to the side to take it from me. Then…”

Simpson cleared his throat. “Elizabeth, I forbid you to do this.”

“Nonsense, it will be fun.”

“It’s bloody dangerous.”

“No, it’s not.”

“He may be a murderer.”

“True. If he isn’t, no harm done. I’ll apologize and say how silly I am, that Tiffany found the bag while she was cleaning up his room, and we assumed it belonged to him. If he is the murderer…”

“Elizabeth, if you board that boat you could be in mortal danger.”

“I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

“We should return to the inn.”

“Don’t be a wet blanket, Edward.” Miss Miller swung the outboard around smartly and roared across the channel at the approaching boat.

Ned Thomas slowed as the motor boat veered into his path. He saw the slender, ginger-haired woman at the helm and the young man with the leg cast. Obviously, Miss Miller was ignorant of nautical conventions. He leaned on his horn to no avail. She dashed back across the bow, forcing him starboard. He glanced at the shoal markers.

Now what? The man was smiling and hailing him, waving a bag. The outboard ripped closer, did a neat turn, and came alongside. The woman was shouting while the man continued to gesture at the bag. She was asking him to stop. He eased the throttle. Better to find out what she wanted and put under way again.

She was smiling.

“Mr. Thomas, you forgot something.” She took the bag from Simpson and held it out. “Tiffany found it in the back of your closet while she was cleaning up.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll toss it up.”

He nodded and leaned toward the rail.

She tossed the bag. It fell short.

“I’ll get it,” she sang out.

To his astonishment, she pulled off her vest, kicked off her shoes, and dove in.

He walked along the rail to meet her as she surfaced, mustering his most pleasant voice. “I hope you’re all right. So much trouble.”

She beamed up at him, a madcap mermaid, perfectly at home in the water. She rescued the bag, swam toward the boat, and held it up. His fingertips brushed the bag. The next thing he knew, he was cartwheeling toward the water. He came up, gasping for air. He looked around, saw the glint of an oar in the setting sun, just before it connected with his head.

Miss Miller rescued the inert form and towed him toward the boat. “Nice shot, Edward.”

“I hope he’s guilty of something, Elizabeth.”










Chapter Sixteen

“It was a dangerous thing to do, Miss Miller.”

“That’s what made it so exciting, Detective.”

“Are you sure you’re a librarian?”

“University of Western Ontario. With honours, of course.”

“Of course.” Brisbois smiled. “There’s a good chance I owe my life to you and Simpson.”

“I can’t take much credit. It was Elizabeth’s doing mainly.”

They were in the dining room at the Pleasant. Miss Miller folded her arms on the table and leaned forward. “Are you going to tell us the whole story, Detective?”

Brisbois shrugged. “We’ve found out quite a bit about the Thomas brothers since Ned’s arrest.” He filled Miss Miller and Mr. Simpson in on the Thomas brothers’ links to Frank and Joe Conway. “The boys didn’t start out with a criminal career in mind,” he continued. “Garrett went to law school. Ned studied acting.”

“Was he any good?”

“It would seem he was good enough to fool us. But not good enough for the kind of career he wanted. He did some community theatre, a few walk-on parts off-Broadway.”

“In other words, he shouldn’t have quit his day job.”

“Oh, I don’t think he had any ambition for a day job.” Brisbois fingered his Rothman’s. “He and Garrett apparently had a good life as youngsters. I don’t think Ned ever expected he would have to work for a living.”

“I take it he was wrong.”

“Yes.” Brisbois leaned back in his chair. “Their father was a businessman. Quite successful at one time. But the business went downhill in later years. When he died, there was just enough money to maintain the mother’s lifestyle.”

“The boys were going to have to work.”

Brisbois nodded. “Right, and they weren’t too keen on that. But they had an ace in the hole. An insurance policy. The father had established one for each of the boys. The mother kept up the payments.”

“And to cash in, one of them had to die.”

“That was the only way. I imagine they chose Ned because he was somewhat useless. He’d never held a job. The prospect he ever would was slim. I guess you know how that went down.”

“They faked Ned’s death and he disappeared.”

“Yes, the assumption is the Thomas brothers used their mob connections. Maybe pulled in one of Uncle Charlie’s favours. The mob probably bumped off some drifter, stuffed him into Ned’s car, and made sure it caught fire as it rolled down the embankment.”

“So much for CSI.”

“The body was pretty thoroughly charred. And it was a long time ago.”

“What about dental records?”

“The Thomas boys had pretty good teeth. There wasn’t enough of a dental record to make an ID. No x-rays. No fillings. A couple of brief notes about losing baby teeth.”

“So what happened to Ned?” Miss Miller asked as Brisbois hesitated.

“He bought a new identity. Neil Rooks. Apparently, he went out west. His driver’s licence was issued in California. I guess he spent the last years living a comfortable but unproductive life.”

“But he couldn’t get the insurance money.”

“Garrett paid Ned his share in cash installments over the years. I’m sure he was leery of attracting attention by withdrawing a large lump sum from his accounts. Then Garrett ran into financial problems. His wife fell ill. By the time she died, he had spent most of his money and the rest of Ned’s on her medical care. That’s about the only thing Ned’s forthcoming about — Garrett cheated him.”

“So he killed him.”

Brisbois nodded.

“It’s hard to imagine a man killing his twin brother,” Simpson said.

“Yes, but I suppose he felt short-changed. Garrett spent his insurance money, and my guess is he was probably planning to cheat him out of his share of the diamonds.”

Miss Miller considered this. “You still don’t know whether it was Garrett or Ned who killed Conway and Leslie.”

“Oh, it was Ned,” Brisbois said without hesitation. “He had motive; he had opportunity. He was the man Jason Turner saw coming out of Leslie’s cottage. And guess what we found in his shaving kit?”

Miss Miller tilted her head.

“A bottle of Appsley’s Spice. Mrs. Rudley knows her colognes.”

“I’m not sure if your evidence would stand up in front of a jury, Detective.”

Brisbois smiled. “Well, Miss Miller, we also found some rather damning trace evidence on his clothing. A few hairs. Some carpet fibres. I guess he figured if he wasn’t drenched in blood he’d be home free.”

Miss Miller fell silent. Brisbois watched her expectantly.

“They were doubles,” she said finally. “Do you think we actually interacted with Ned?”

“Mrs. Rudley did. The kid across the lake saw him.” He hesitated, looking sheepish. “I’m certain now the guy I talked to, the guy who checked out of here, was Ned.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Brisbois took out his cigarettes, placed the package on the table. “Garrett had been dead for a few hours before I stumbled onto him. We know he went into town that morning and bought a ticket to Montreal. He returned to the inn, went to his room. Shortly after I talked to him, he checked out.” He paused. “But, maybe he didn’t.”

“Tell me more.”

“My guess is that after he bought the ticket he stopped by The Gemini. He and Ned argued. Ned killed him. At that point, you’d think all Ned would want to do would be to hightail it out of town. But…” He prompted Miss Miller with a nod.

“He didn’t have the diamonds.”

Brisbois smiled. “Right. Now, Ned and Garrett had a number of matching outfits, including the fishing ensemble we’re all so familiar with. That was part of the scam. So they could be interchangeable when they needed to be. When Ned knew he was going to have to show up at the inn, he chose the outfit Garrett was wearing when he left. Right down to the grey silk tie and gold cufflinks.”

“Meticulous.”

“But he got one thing wrong.”

Miss Miller leaned forward.

“The gold tie clasp. Ned was wearing one; Garrett wasn’t. Because Aunt Pearl stole it.”

“Aunt Pearl?”

He waved her off. “She does these things. She called on him for breakfast. Garrett had set the tie clasp on the bureau while he selected a tie. She couldn’t resist it.” He shrugged. “Therefore, Miss Miller, I deduce the guy who walked out of here was Ned.”

“He was a better actor than his critics gave him credit for.”

“And perhaps an even better makeup artist. That moustache was a paste on.”

“We could have been hobnobbing with him quite regularly,” Simpson said. “Gives me the creeps.”

“I suppose that sort of ties things up,” Brisbois said. “Some things, we’ll never know. I don’t think Ned’s going to reveal anything he doesn’t have to.” He paused, glanced around the dining room. “I think I’d like to come back here. Maybe in the fall. Bring my wife for Thanksgiving dinner.”

“One other thing, Detective.”

“Yes, Miss Miller?”

“Where were the diamonds hidden?”

Brisbois shrugged. “There must be a hundred good hiding places around here. Maybe they were in the crawl space. Maybe in the floorboards. Rudley told me there was a rash of floor registers misplaced during Music Hall, including the one in your room, Simpson.”

“So,” Miss Miller said, “while one of the Thomas brothers was onstage as emcee, the other one was ransacking the inn, looking for the diamonds.”

“I think that’s an excellent deduction.”

“If he knew where the diamonds were hidden, why didn’t he just take them and run?”

“With the murder taking place, he probably thought he would attract attention with a precipitous exit,” Brisbois said. “And maybe he wasn’t able to collect them all at once.”

“Maybe some of them are still here.”

Brisbois stood up. “Don’t start that, Miss Miller. Those diamonds have caused a lot of trouble.”

“Just speculating.”

He picked up his cigarettes. “I still can’t believe what you did.”

“You know what they say about supporting your local police.”

He smiled. “I’ve got to go. I’ll be in touch.” He paused. “Oh, one other thing. We found a packet of photographs on the boat. Pictures of everyone at the inn with names written on the back.”

“That’s how Ned recognized us.”

“Looks that way.” He saluted. “See you later.”

Margaret watched Brisbois drive away. “You have to admit, Rudley, in the end, Brisbois knew what he was doing.”

“He didn’t have a clue, Margaret. If it hadn’t been for Lloyd and Miss Miller, that man would have got away with it.”

“Not to mention Aunt Pearl.”

“In her own way.”

“Always.”

“Will she be staying the whole summer?”

“Of course. Perhaps longer. She’s talking about taking up skiing.”

“That should add spice to the winter season.”

Margaret sighed. “I hope so. The rest of the summer season is going to seem dull after what’s happened.”

“We’ll get back into our routine, Margaret.”

At that moment, Tiffany appeared. “Mr. Rudley.”

“Yes?”

“There’s a man at the front desk. He says he has a reservation.”

“I don’t remember anyone coming in this afternoon. Is the room ready?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Why are you not sure?”

“I don’t know which room he’s supposed to be in.”

“Didn’t you check the register?”

“Yes.”

He stared at her.

“He doesn’t know who he is, Mr. Rudley.”

“Perhaps the rest of the summer won’t be so boring after all.” Margaret took Rudley’s arm and steered him toward the lobby.
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