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My work phone chirps just as I’m about to slap bread with cheese into the frying pan. Being interrupted comes with the territory when on call, but I’d hoped to at least have lunch before facing the third callout of the weekend. I glance at the text and decide there’s no time to grill the sandwich. I’ll wolf it down cold on the way to pick up my partner at the station. 

Scott folds himself into the car when I pull up beside his Subaru SUV in the secure parking lot at the headquarters off Westwinds Drive. I ask, “Did you manage to get a decent lunch?”

“Yah, I did, thanks. There was leftover chili in the fridge.”

“Chili?” I furrow my brow.

He laughs. "Don’t worry. It didn’t have beans.”

I turn onto McKnight Boulevard in Calgary’s northeast, and head to the lower Mount Royal address we got from dispatch. A black and white is parked in the plum spot, the loading zone, right in front of the upscale condo building in the sought after residential neighbourhood south of the busy Seventeenth Avenue retail and entertainment district. The other official vehicles, the Office of Chief Medical Examiner’s nondescript station wagon and the Identification Section Sprinter van, are angle-parked in the parallel spots next to it. I squeeze our unmarked Ford in the remaining space beside them. Sunday afternoon drivers slow to squeeze single file past us on the narrow side street and glare at us for the inconvenience.

Sparrows twitter in heavily pruned cotoneaster bushes along the sides of the building. Early tulips, sheltered from the winds along the south facing facade, have already started to bloom.

I squint against the grit whipped up from the street by the wind and study the new-but-made-to-look-old brick building in front of me.

Ornate iron security grills cover ground-floor windows, and heavy glass entry doors guard a locked vestibule. A uniformed cop opens the door when he sees us coming. He knows us, but still checks our badges before telling us, “Unit 1704, Top floor.” On the seventeenth floor, we pull on white coveralls and protective booties from the pile in front of 1704. The fabric puddles at my feet. These garments fit very few people comfortably. At five-feet-six, I roll up the sleeves, while Scott, at six-feet-four, endures a too-tight crotch and straining shoulder seams.

We give our names and badge numbers to Viv Wilkins, another uniformed officer at the condo door. He’s already filled half the page, starting with his and his partner’s name and badge numbers. Then there are the paramedics, who’ve come and gone, the duty sergeant who came to look at the scene and initiated the call out to the Medical Examiner, the Medical Examiner herself, the Identification Section who do the crime scene analysis, and now us, the homicide unit.

My partner speaks up, “Scott Amble. 75068.”

“Janice Maidstone. 74965.”

The gate keeper nods. “Hey there, Bumper. How ya doin’?”

Viv was my trainer for the first six months after I left the Academy. I couldn’t have asked for a better role model. He was steady and full of common sense, patient with the public, and ready with a kind word. But he constantly drummed into me the need to be alert. 

“Most people are good, Bumper, but there are some looking for trouble. Whether it’s to hurt someone else, or specifically a cop, ya gotta keep your eyes open. Especially the ones in the back of your head.”

We were partners when I was saddled with that nickname. Bumper. In the first month or so on the job, I had a few car accidents. None of them resulted in injuries, just property damage — a fence, a light standard or two, even a rollover into a storm pond. It’s not as though cops don’t have accidents. It comes with the job, but unfortunately, I had them in quick succession. Our sergeant at the time dressed me down during Morning Report, announcing that if I wanted to play bumper cars, I could go to the midway at Stampede. The rest of the squad thought it was hilarious, and the nickname Bumper was born.

I give Viv a quick smile. “Doin’ fine, Viv. What’ve we got?” 

He smiles in return, then sobers when he relays the details. “Deceased is Sophia Turnbull. She’s the Sophia of that restaurant. Sophia’s on Seventeenth.” He motions with his thumb to the north. “It’s only about six blocks from here. Her fiancé found her when he came home from a stag down in Priddis over the weekend. She was on the couch. Said he didn’t touch her.”

He looks up from his black notebook. “His name is Maxwell Shark.” He pauses. “That’s Shark, like the big fish. I made the mistake of calling him Smart, like the old television show and he didn’t think it was funny.”

When I cock my head and furrow my brow, he adds. “Maxwell Smart? Agent 86? Get Smart?” He shakes his head. “Jeez, you’re making me feel old. I guess it’s before your time. Anyway, we gave him a ride to the station, and he’s waiting there for you when you’re ready.”

He takes one more look at his notebook before shoving it in his breast pocket. “The lady across the hall popped out wondering what’s going on. Her name is Stephanie Campbell. I’ve told her there was an incident.” He finishes his briefing. “The Ident. team got here about an hour ago.”

“Thanks Viv.” I turn and open the door to the condo. I’m impressed by the high ceilings and large windows looking over the gentrified neighbourhood. Early afternoon sunlight shines on dove-grey walls and smoke-coloured carpets. 

The place is bustling with techs in white disposable coveralls. The lead analyst, Al MacIntosh, recognizable even behind his mask, looks over from behind the coffee table. His eyes narrow and he looks ready to yell at us for disturbing the scene. I hold up both hands in surrender. He bellows anyway. 

“This is my scene. Keep your hands in your pockets.” He’s a burly man, with a voice to match.

I tell him, “No problem, Al. Any idea how long you’re going to be?”

He growls back. “As long as we need to be.” He’s not the ogre he makes out to be, and after a glance around, he relents. “Maybe half an hour.

“You know we’re gonna hold the scene. Ya got someone working on the warrant?”

I nod. “Not yet, but we will.”

Al raises his hand in acknowledgment and turns back to the coffee table. I am always pleased when he is part of the team. When not in the crime scene disposable protective gear, his wrinkled pants, wild grey hair, and drooping moustache do not inspire confidence, but Al is the most thorough, keen-eyed investigator I know.

He grunts as he lowers to his knees to scrutinize the table. He swirls a delicate brush, laden with magnetic powder, both on the surface and underside of the glass.

He and his team are taking their time. This is their only opportunity to gather evidence before the rest of us unwittingly contaminate the scene.

Beside Al, the medical examiner hunches over the body.

Dr. Monica Patel looks up from the side of the dark grey sofa. Her eyes crinkle above her mask when she flashes the barest hint of a smile. “I’m just about done. Give me a couple of minutes.”

Standing inside the door, Scott and I survey the bright, sunlit suite in front of us. We shift from one foot to another, watching the techs move slowly in ever-widening circles from the sofa. One of them has a souped-up dust buster; another wields a fingerprint brush; another has a camera.

There’s little chatter among them, just the rustle of their Tyvek suits, the digital clicks of a camera, and the crinkle of brown paper bags when evidence is secured inside. Neon-yellow evidence markers dot the room wherever something has been gathered.

Monica’s knees crack when she gets to her feet. She strips off her gloves and tosses them into the garbage can placed at the front door with the accuracy of a pro basketball player. “I’m done, Al. Give my guys a call when you’re finished, and they’ll take her in. I’ll let you know when I schedule the postmortem. It’ll probably be tomorrow afternoon.”

Al’s moved into the kitchen and is sweeping his brush over the refrigerator handle. “Sure thing.”

As she steps carefully around the sofa toward us, I ask, “What are you thinking? Suspicious? OD?”

“Yes, definitely suspicious. She’s young. Looks healthy, other than the fact that she’s dead, obviously. No signs of distress or trauma. No drug paraphernalia. I’ll have more for you tomorrow.”

“Can you give us a time of death?” I ask. 

The examiner nods. “With the usual caution that this is an estimate, based on her body not quite ambient temp yet, I’d say she died at least twelve, but probably no more than fourteen hours ago. That would put it before midnight. Maybe around eleven. Thereabouts.

“One of you will be at the autopsy?”

I nod. “Yep. Probably me.”

She replies. “I’ll let you know the time.” 

“Thanks Monica. See you tomorrow.”

I study the victim on the sofa. Long blonde hair curtains part of her face. A cashmere-like sweater and yoga pants are appropriate attire for a relaxing evening at home. Her footwear draws my attention. She’s wearing a pink slipper, with an applique of kittens on top. It’s well-worn, and the fake fur trim, probably cotton-candy pink at one point, is matted and faded. Earlier, I’d watched a crime scene tech retrieve its mate from under the other side of the coffee table and put it into a brown bag.

The slippers remind me of a pair of moccasins my dad gave me on my eighteenth birthday. After so many years, they’ve lost all colour, and the sheepskin lining is as thin as a piece of old flannel, but I can’t part with them. Maybe the thought of my slippers is why hers tugs at my heart.

Our victim looks peaceful, like she’s simply fallen asleep watching the evening news. 

I know her by reputation. Her transformation from exotic dancer to successful restaurateur is impressive. Opened a few years before the pandemic, Sophia’s on Seventeenth not only survived, but has become the go-to place for influencers, visiting celebrities, and those who want to be seen in the latest trendy eatery.

A couple of porters from the Medical Examiners’ office push through the door and wait for Al’s go ahead to zip Turnbull into a white body bag.

The kitchen counter-tops are uncluttered except for an Ann Cleeves paperback left face down next to a plate with a pizza crust.

I wait until Al moves away from the refrigerator, then take a peek inside. The contents are similar to what my fridge holds. Milk, some fruit and veg in the crispers, assorted condiments and a couple of pizza slices, wrapped in wax paper. A little unusual, though, is a wooden platter with an interesting assortment of items: mini-cheese wrapped in red wax, baby carrots, grape tomatoes, a mini pepperoni, a handful of goldfish crackers, and little jellybeans, sitting next to a see-through box of mini-cupcakes, some with blue, others with pink, icing. I point it out to Scott, “A weird charcuterie board, eh?”

He glances over my shoulder and shakes his head. “Who would you serve this to?”

I shake my head. “A weird uncle that shows up unannounced?”

We turn back to the living room behind us.

“This place is way above our pay grade,” Scott mumbles.

The furnishings, artwork, cushions perfectly perched on the sofa, and interior-design photo books splayed on the end tables look high-end and ready for a magazine photo-shoot. Nothing looks out of place; nothing broken or tumbled onto the floor.

A mostly empty bottle of Bollinger Extra Brut champagne and two flutes sit on the coffee table in front of the couch. One glass only has a trace of liquid in it, but the other is full. Scott gives a low whistle. “Someone wanted to impress! Do you know how much a bottle of that will set you back?”

“No idea. I’m not into champagne. There’s usually not anything exciting enough in my life to justify opening a bottle.”

He gives me a stink eye. “Come on, Janice.” He mocks playing a violin. “If you’re not careful, you’ll make me feel sorry for you.”

I snap back, with enough lilt in my voice to let him know I’m not taking offence. “I said there wasn’t anything exciting going on. I didn’t say I was unhappy about it.”

I wait for him to come back with some pithy remark. He doesn’t. “Ok, how much would I pay for said bottle?”

“Upwards of $350.”

“She owns a restaurant. Maybe she didn’t buy it but brought it home with her from the inventory.”

I glance at the plate on the counter. “Would you eat pizza with pricey champagne? And why are there two glasses, but only one plate?”

“Maybe she was eating the pizza and reading her book when someone came to the door. Whoever it was, had the bottle and they settled down to drink it? She left the pizza and book on the counter, figuring she’d get back to it later?”

“Could be a possibility. What do you think about that pink slipper?”

Scott glances under the coffee table where it had been. “Yah, it’s a little unusual. She’s on the sofa almost without a hair out of place, but that slipper’s way over there. If she just slipped her foot out of it, wouldn’t it be closer? And look at the glasses. Two of them, but one doesn’t look like it’s been touched.”

As we watch, a tech places the glasses in brown paper bags and leaves neon evidence markers in their place. The pile of evidence bags by the door is accumulating while the photographer continues making a record.

We continue to look for anything out of place. In the bedroom, thick broadloom and heavy brocade fabric in colours a shade darker than the cushions in the living area create a serene and opulent sanctuary. An almost life-size photo of our victim hangs over the bed. She’s wearing only a few wisps of fabric, but her demure pose and expression, as though she’s about to break into a smile, make the photo more playful than sultry.

An open, leather overnight duffle sits on the bed, some contents strewn across the midnight duvet. It looks like Mr. Shark left his bag before they took him downtown to the station to await our interview. 

We wander through a home office, remarkable for its organization, and both the ensuite and main bathrooms. The ensuite seems to have been her space, evidenced by organizers with cosmetics and perfume, hair ties and brushes, and a variety of over-the-counter medications. A soft flannel nightshirt hangs on the back of the door.

Mr. Shark’s bathroom is decidedly more masculine with a disposable razor and Elemis Shave gel sitting beside the sink. There’s a yellow evidence marker on the shelf under the vanity. I take a moment and go down into the living room to the tech who’s recording evidence taken from the condo. 

“There’s an evidence marker in the main bathroom. What was there?”

He checks his list. “A Sharps container. You know, the bright yellow plastic jugs that hold needles?”

“Gottcha, thanks.”

Al is slowly surveying the scene for a last look. He tells me, “We’re done here. Once you finish your interview with the fiancé, let me know if you need us to come back and gather anything else.”

I walk back to the office area where Scott’s rifling through papers on the desk. “Find anything?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing that jumps out at me. I’m ready to head back and interview the fiancé.”

Viv’s still standing outside, ready to record the time when we leave.

“How long before your shift is over?” I ask him.

“It was over at four, but my replacement’s on his way. How long are we going to hold the scene?”

I shake my head. “Don’t know, at least until after the autopsy tomorrow afternoon, though.”

The older cop shrugs.

An old shoulder injury objects when I squirm out of the white protective jumpsuit, reminding me to get back to the exercises the physio gave me, or else I’ll lose the flexibility that was so hard to regain after the scuffle with the car-jacker a few years ago.

Scott’s cursing his jumpsuit, too. The one-size-fits-all label in them is a stretch. It would be more appropriate to say one-size-fits-some. I reach over and help pull it off his shoulder. If they could take the four inches too-big-for-me, and put it on Scott’s, that would suit us both.

We ball up the puddles of material and toss them into the waste bin placed at the front door. When we’re done, I tell Viv, “We’re going down to interview the fiancé. We’ll send him back with an escort to pick up whatever he needs for a couple of days.” 

Viv nods. “No problem.”
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Before we talk to the fiancé, Scott and I stop in the office to meet with Detectives Lance Nguyen and Wayne Marshall. They’ve been called in to work the case with us.

I’ll lead this investigation, Scott will be the Secondary, and Nguyen will take care of Search Warrants, Production Orders, and any other documentation. Marshall will manage and follow-up any tips that come in.

I sent Lance a text when we left the scene, and he’s already got a sheaf of documents to hand to me.

Lance is a skinny guy who moved to Calgary and signed up with the CPS after spending fifteen years with the Vancouver Police Service. He started out on the beat, like all of us, but moved up through the ranks quickly because of his work on the coast. Not only does he have great policing experience, he also speaks a handful of languages, including Mandarin, Cantonese, and even a smattering of Russian. On the coast, he worked in the drug and gang units for years where electronic surveillance is commonplace. Lance has probably filed for more warrants, production orders, and wire taps than the rest of us combined.

He gets right to the point. “Here’s the Search Warrant for the condo, and I’m just finishing one for her business. I figure you’ll want that right away. What else?”

“Thanks, Lance. Yes, we need one for the business. Make sure you include office and storage spaces, not just the restaurant. We’ll also need Production Orders for the CCTV cameras in the condo building, for cell and land lines for the victim, Maxwell Shark, and the restaurant. Get all of that started and we’ll feed you the details on anything else when we get it.”

Marshall, who’s closer to fifty than forty, is leaning against Scott’s desk. “You want me to handle tips? No problem. So far, I haven’t seen anything on the news about her death, but as soon as the story gets out, calls will trickle in, like they always do. I suspect it’ll be the regulars who see a conspiracy behind everything, but I’ll tell Dispatch to put them through to me, anyway.” He pauses, “If we need any more bodies to take calls, I’ll let ‘cha know.

“D’ya know if there’s gonna be a press release?”

I shrug. “Don’t know, Wayne. That’s a wait-and-see. There’s no COD yet.” 

The heavy-set detective sighs. “Wouldn’t ‘cha know it. I just pulled the RV around to get it ready for the season. I guess I’d better get the wife to take it back out to the storage yard, eh? The neighbours will bitch about it sitting on the street if it’s there overnight.”

Scott commiserates. “’Fraid so. Unless a miracle happens, you’re not going to be puttering around in it for at least a couple of days.” 

I ignore Marshall’s bitching; he’s not the only one who’s going to have to put in the overtime.
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We open the interview room door and get our first glimpse of Maxwell Shark, laying back with his arm over his eyes, on the ugly, uncomfortable two-seater couch. Mid 30s, dressed in jeans and a skin-tight golf shirt, he shows off bulging pecs, pop-eye biceps, and a trim waist. He swings his legs to the floor, his phone pressed tightly to his ear. An expensive-looking leather jacket lies over the back of the couch.

I ask, “Mr. Shark?” 

“Hey, Mom, I gotta go. I’ll call ya later.” He touches his phone to end the call, then runs his fingers over the hint of bristle on his head. “Yeah, I’m Max.” His red eyes and blotchy face suggest he’s been crying, but he lashes out. “What the hell’s going on? Why am I penned up like a criminal?”

I feel sympathy for the guy. His world has been shaken, and we’ve carted him into an interview room, further destroying his equilibrium. “Can I get you some water? Coffee?”

He shakes his head, his chest still puffed with anger, frustration and grief.

Scott lowers himself into one chair while I take the other. “I’m Detective Janice Maidstone and this is my partner, Detective Scott Amble. I know this is incredibly difficult. You’re here because we don’t yet know why Sophia died. We need to ensure that your condo remains the same way it was when she died in case we need to gather more evidence. You may say that we’ve already looked it over, but it’s possible we might need to go back for another look.”

Mr. Shark shudders and seems to deflate when some of the anger leaves him. 

“When can I go home? And where is she?”

I hold his eyes and explain. “She’s been taken to the Medical Examiners’ office. We will take you home when we’re finished here so you can pick up whatever you need to stay elsewhere for a few days. And I will let you know just as soon as you can go home for good.”

He hangs his head, like a hound dog after he’s been scolded. “I guess that means I’ll have to check into a hotel or something.”

“We can help you with that,” I assure him. “Now, if you feel up to it, I have a few questions for you.”

Scott’s sitting beside me, taking notes and observing the grieving fiancé.

I start by confirming Shark’s relationship with the victim, then I ask, “You told the officer at the scene that you spent Saturday night at a house in Priddis? When did you go and what time did you get back to the condo?”

“I left about midmorning on Saturday. I had a few errands to run before meeting up with the guys, my groomsmen, down at my best man’s dad’s place in Priddis. I wanted to go to Vegas, but that was too expensive for a couple of them, so we decided to keep it local. At least Priddis felt like we were in the mountains someplace, instead of being stuck in the city. The house is on the golf course, you know, one of the places that looks like a country club.”

I nod. I’m somewhat familiar with the exclusive properties about thirty kilometers south of Calgary in the Rocky Mountain foothills. “What time did you get to Priddis?”

“Around one. There were games on TSN, so we sat around drinking until it was time to put on some steaks.”

“And you stayed the night?”

“Yah. We were all drinking, ya know, and not in any shape to drive home, even if we wanted to. None of us were moving too quick this morning and I didn’t get back to the condo until a little after noon.”

Tears well in his eyes. “That’s when I found Soph. By the way, I told the cop that got there first that I didn’t touch her, but I remember now. I did. I touched her shoulder. You know, shook it. And then touched her face.”

He screws up his face to hold back a sob. “She was so cold.”

He covers his face with his hands, rubbing his fingers up and down his forehead. “That’s when I called 911.”

“Did you touch anything else in the condo?”

“No. When I called 911, they told me not to. All I did was go into the bedroom and drop my bag on the bed. That’s it. I went back into the kitchen and waited for the cops to show up.”

“I noticed, Mr. Shark, there were two champagne flutes on the coffee table. Who might have been drinking with Sophia?”

He shakes his head. “No idea. Soph only drank champagne on special occasions. She didn’t particularly like the stuff and complained it gave her a headache. I don’t even know where the bottle would have come from. It sure wasn’t in the condo when I left on Saturday morning.”

“Was she expecting company? Or going out?” 

He thinks about his answer, then slowly shakes his head. “I don’t know. Not as far as I know, but I was looking forward to the weekend with the guys and didn’t pay much attention to what we talked about on Saturday morning before I left. I know Corbin was coming over for their regular meeting, but that would have been in the morning, not the evening. And she wasn’t into day drinking.”

I ask, “Corbin?”

He clarifies. “Bradley Corbin’s her partner at the restaurant. They got together on Saturday mornings.”

After a deep, shuddering breath, he continues. “Other than that, I don’t know what she was up to. I wish I’d have listened, you know.” He studies his hands lying limply in his lap. “God, what am I going to do?” 

I give him a brief moment. The sooner we’re done here, the sooner he can begin the long process of grieving.

“Maxwell, who has access to your condo?”

“No one. Well, except we have a cleaner. And a personal assistant. He’s got a key, but he’s on holiday.”

“Can I get their contact information?”

“Sure.” He rattles off names and scrolls through his phone for their numbers. 

“Do you know the name of Sophia’s lawyer?” 

He goes back to his contact list. “Byron Landry. Here’s his number.”

I shift gears. “Did Sophia have any medical issues?”

He rubs his shaved head that attempts, but fails, to disguise a well-receding hairline.

“No. Soph never got sick. She watched what she ate and worked out whenever she had the chance. In fact, we just had medicals a few months ago to update our life insurance, and she passed with flying colours.”

“Had she complained of not feeling well?”

“No, like I already said, she was fine.” He narrows his eyes. “Except, now that you ask, she’d been puking sometimes. I just figured it was something she ate.”

He scrubs furrows from his forehead. “I don’t understand what could have happened.”

He looks from me to Scott. “Do you think if I had been home, it would have made any difference? Maybe if I’d been there, if she needed help, I could have done something?”

I give a one-shouldered shrug. “I don’t know, Maxwell. We’ll know more after the medical examiner gives us her report.”

He hunches, resting his elbows on his knees. 

He looks up when I ask, “Do you know of anyone angry with Sophia?”

He answers right away. “Hell no. Soph was easy going.”

He gives the question more thought. “I mean, everyone liked her, but I guess every once in a while, when she had to fire someone, she might have had words with them. Especially if she found someone had been stealing from the restaurant or something. But the restaurant manager usually handled stuff like that.”

“Do you know of anyone who recently got fired? Who might hold a grudge?”

Mr. Shark shakes his head. “No one comes to mind, but you’d have to ask her partner. He’d know more about that than I do.”

“Did you notice anything missing from the condo? Was anything out of place?”

He looks up at me, the furrows on his brow deepening. “No, I didn’t notice anything, but I didn’t exactly have a chance to look around before I got dragged down here. Why are you asking? Do you think this was a robbery gone wrong?”

I shake my head. “No, not necessarily.”

“Oh.” He nods and runs his eyes over the interview room, as though he’s mentally looking around the condo. “No, everything looked the same.”

“If you notice anything missing, let us know right away.”

I shift my questions back to their relationship. “You and Sophia were getting married?”

His eyes fill with more tears. “At Christmas. On the twenty-first. It’s the solstice, the same day her parents got married, so it was special for her.”

I ask more questions, looking as much for his reactions as I am for the answers. He seems grief-stricken, but maybe he’s a good actor.

I pause. I’m not seeing any chinks I want to poke into. For now. “That’s all I have for you. Do you have questions for me?”

When he shakes his head, I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out a laminated card. “Here’s the contact information for our grief counselling unit. They can help with what to do next or if you just want to talk to anyone. They are really helpful, so I encourage you to call.”

He stuffs the card in his pocket without bothering to look at it.
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We leave Shark in the hands of a uni who will take him back to the condo. Back at my desk, I check my phone, and smile.

“Something interesting, partner?” In the three years that Scott and I have been partners, I haven’t dated many guys, so Scott takes advantage of my current relationship to tease me whenever he has the opportunity. 

I glance up. “Mind your own business.” I feign a scowl.

He laughs. “All right. Just checking. I’ll let you have some private time while I go to the cafeteria. Want anything?”

“Sure. Bring me a tuna on multi-grain. And some milk.” 

We’ll head back to the condo building to interview neighbours in a bit, but we’re starving. Scott is always hungry, and the cold cheese sandwich has long since left my belly and I need fuel. When Scott leaves, I go back to the text I just received.

A couple months ago, while grabbing groceries, I ran into an old high school friend from southwest Saskatchewan. We chatted for a while, and he told me he’d just moved to Calgary. “Maybe we should get together for coffee and catch up,” he said.

Terry Ellars was my high school crush, so it was easy to say yes. He was much like I remembered and over the past couple of months, I’ve enjoyed spending time with him. It’s been a pleasant change from my relationship-scarce life since my divorce eight years ago while I was still in Patrol.

I send him a quick reply and am working by the time Scott gets back with my sandwich.

Though there are no obvious signs of foul play, I don’t think Turnbull died of natural causes. Too many little things are out of place. First of all, the slipper cast under the coffee table. How would it end up under the far end of the table unless it was kicked off? If she’d just slipped out of it, wouldn’t it be much closer? Secondly, the two champagne flutes and a partially empty bottle raise my spidey-sense. Why wouldn’t Turnbull take the bottle and glasses to the kitchen after the company left? Or if her company was still there, why didn’t they help her when she had a medical crisis? At the very least, they could have called 911. These two things are enough to make me think that whoever was there had something to do with her death. 

After wolfing down our stale cafeteria sandwiches, we head back to the murder scene to canvas the neighbours. Late Sunday afternoon traffic on Deerfoot Trail is heavy so we have plenty of time to run through the preliminary details. 

Scott’s in agreement with me. “I keep thinking about how she looked. Maybe her company brought drugs. Maybe they spooked when she ran into trouble.”

“That’s a theory, but I suppose she could have taken something after they left. That would explain why no one called 911.”

He mimics me. “That’s a theory.” He watches the traffic out the side window while I drive. “I don’t know, though. We didn’t find any bag or paper that the pills, or whatever, came in. The lab guys probably took whatever garbage was in the place. Maybe they came across a likely container.”

“Could someone have slipped something into the champagne without her knowing?”

Scott adds. “If they did, the lab’ll pick it up.”

We fall silent until I say, “Let’s hope the neighbours saw something.”

* * * 

––––––––
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A heady aroma of garlic billows into the hallway when Turnbull’s neighbour opens the door. Attractive, she’s a little shorter than my 5’6” and is wearing black leggings and an olive-green oversize sweater.

Her smile is generous and perfect. “Hello. I bet you’re the police. I’ve been expecting you.”

Her remark surprises me, but her candor is refreshing.

“I’m Detective Maidstone, and this is my partner, Detective Amble. We’re investigating an incident across the hall. Would you have a few minutes to talk with us?”

The woman glances at me, before her eyes focus on my partner like he’s catnip and she’s a chocolate-point Siamese. Her eyes linger on him, and a touch of colour appears on her cheeks. I don’t blame her. Scott is worth a second, even a third, glance. With his brown eyes and warm smile bracketed by dimples, he’s easy to look at. He used to be a professional baseball player, and he’s still got the tall, rangy build of a fielder. She smiles and steps back. “I’m Stephanie Campbell. Come on in.”

It’s an open concept space, similar to the layout across the hall. An extravagant bouquet of lilies sits on the massive quartz countertop in the kitchen. A bottle of wine and wine glasses, one already partly filled, sit on the dining room table set with china.

She notices me looking at the table. “I’m expecting company for dinner, but he’s late. What can I help you with?”

I let Scott take the lead. He smiles, and in a deep baritone, a little deeper than normal, I notice, begins, “We won’t take too much of your time, Ms. Campbell.”

She motions to the low-slung slate grey sectional sofa. “Can I get you a coffee? Water?”

Scott shakes his head. “No, thank you. As Detective Maidstone said, we’re investigating an incident across the hall. Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary lately?” He leaves his question vague.

She settles into a coordinating chair across from us and takes a sip from her bucket-sized wine glass. She considers her answer. “Well, it’s usually quiet around here. Everyone keeps to themselves.” She takes another sip, her sleek dark bob swinging against her cheek as she cocks her head, “But last night, though I didn’t give it much thought at the time, I heard arguing.” She motions with her head to show she means across the hall.

“Did you recognize the voices?”

“It sounded like Sophia. And I’m pretty sure the other voice was another woman.”

“About what time would this have been?”

“I’d just gotten home from book club, so it was around eight. I heard them as I was coming down the hall.

“It was unusual, but I didn’t think anything of it until I noticed cops showing up earlier today.” She sips her wine. “Can I ask what happened? Is Sophia okay?”

Scott shakes his head. “I can’t tell you much, Ms. Campbell.”

She interrupts. “Oh please, call me Stephanie.”

He smiles and starts again. “Stephanie, we can’t discuss the situation. I’m sure you understand.” He softens the refusal with another smile, the one that shows off his dimples. “Could you hear what they were arguing about?”

“No, not really. It was muffled, and I wasn’t about to stand in the hallway and listen at the door. But I heard the words ‘selfish bitch’ when I was coming into my suite.”

My partner nods, encouraging her to continue.

“I wish I could tell you more. It wouldn’t have even caught my attention, but it had the sound of people arguing. You know, short sentences. The way people talk when they’re angry.” 

“Did you hear any names?”

“No.” Stephanie gives a rueful smile. “If I would have known it was important, I would have paid more attention.”

“I understand,” Scott soothes. “Did you notice anyone in the hallway? See anyone except Ms. Turnbull go into the condo yesterday?”

Stephanie tucks a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “Mmm, no. I don’t remember seeing anyone. Like I said, it’s quiet in the building, and since there are only four units on this floor, I rarely bump into anyone.”

Her phone interrupts with a jazzy ringtone. She heaves a sigh. “Finally. This is probably my company buzzing to be let in. I have to get it.” She answers, less enthusiastically than I might have imagined, considering the crystal, candles and beautifully arranged table-scape. “Come on up, Jack.”

Scott fishes in his jacket pocket and pulls out a business card. “Well, we’ll get out of your hair.” He flashes his pearly whites. “If you remember anything, please call. Even something small. You never know what’s important.” 

Her face floods with colour again when she takes his card. “I certainly will...” and studies his card, “Detective Amble.” 

A balding man passes us in the doorway as we leave. He gives us a curious stare and as the door closes behind us, we hear him. “Sorry I’m late. I got held up in a meeting. Who were they? There’s a cop standing across the hall. What’s going on?” The door closes before we hear her reply. 

Scott and I take a few minutes to visit with the uniform across the hall. I ask, “Has the fiancé been back for his stuff?”

“Nope, not yet. Do you want me to let you know when he’s here?”

“No. That’s fine. As long as someone watches him.”

“No worries.”

Scott and I approach the next door down the hall and while we wait for someone to answer our knock, I say, “You made quite an impression on Ms. Campbell.”

Scott feigns innocence. “You think so?” 

I can’t help but chuckle. Scott’s got a wicked sense of humour. Being assigned as partners three years ago was one of the best things that’s happened to me as a cop. He’s a good cop, smart, and hardworking. Best of all, I trust him. 

It doesn’t take us long to canvas the two remaining condos on the floor. The owners were home, but neither  heard anything unusual. They tell us they’d been glued to their televisions, watching the hockey game until almost midnight, when the Flames won after a series of overtime shoot-outs.

Since noise in condominium complexes gravitates downward, we head to the unit directly below Turnbull’s. The couple in that unit have just returned from a weekend trip to the mountains and can’t tell us anything.

When I ask what sort of neighbours live above them, the older woman confirms, “They are very respectful. I rarely hear much of anything, and if I do, it’s just sounds of everyday life. Maybe some footsteps, or a piece of cutlery being dropped.” She thinks for a moment and looks at her husband, who nods in agreement. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard arguing or loud parties. Nothing like that.”

Knocking on other doors on the sixteenth floor tells us much the same. No noise, just a regular Saturday night.

We head down to the main floor to look for security cameras. I see three. One points at the mailbox vestibule; another tilts at the door going down to the parkade level. The third covers both the front entrance and elevators.

“The neighbours were a bust. Let’s hope the cameras show us something,” I tell Scott.

My phone interrupts us. I turn it around to show Scott. He raises his eyebrows when he sees Shark’s name.

Shark doesn’t waste time. “I came back for stuff. I can’t be positive, but I think some of my insulin is missing. Would your guys have taken it?” 

“I doubt it,” I admit to him. “We’re in the building so we’ll be right up.”

We find Shark and his escort standing in the kitchen. The fiancé points to the fridge. “I keep the insulin in there. There should be enough for two weeks, but half of it is gone.”

I pull out my phone and text Al. I know he printed the outside of the fridge but wonder if they took any of the contents. 

Al texts me right back. We didn’t take anything out of the fridge. I’ll send someone right over to print the inside of the fridge.

Al’s definition of ‘right over’ is up for interpretation, so I am surprised that we’ve only shuffled our feet and made meaningless conversation for about fifteen minutes before the front door opens and a tech walks in. He heads right to the fridge.

He doesn’t say much. With Maxwell pointing, the tech gingerly removes, then swirls a brush over the bottom crisper drawer, and a small box from the bottom shelf. Since Maxwell has been handling both, I doubt there will be any useful prints left, but we’ll give it a go.

When he’s finished, the tech checks his phone. “Al wants to know if there’s anything else you want while I’m here?”

I shake my head. “No.”

He nods and leaves with only a “Later.”

In the meantime, Shark moved to a stool at the kitchen counter. He sits, oblivious to his surroundings, staring at the couch where he last saw his fiancée. His escort finally clears his throat. “Uh, Mr. Shark, if you’ve got what you need, maybe we can head out?”

He slowly gets to his feet and reaches for the overnight bag at his feet. “Let’s go.”

I raise my eyebrows to Scott in a question. He nods. We’re done here, too.

The uniformed cop standing guard at the door signs us out and sighs as he returns to his perch on the stool outside the door, watching us head to the elevator. Shark continues down to the parkade to his own ride while the rest of us get off on the ground floor. 

It’s about ten PM, not even twelve hours since Maxwell found Sophia’s body, when we get back to the station. The rest of our four person team is sitting in a small conference room. Marshall’s feet are on the table and I’m pretty sure he’d been napping. Nguyen has a stack of paper in front of him and is tapping away on his phone.

He stops what he’s doing and tells us, “I’ll be serving the Production Orders for phone and bank records for the key players tomorrow morning. That’s for Turnbull herself, for Shark, Corbin, and the restaurant. 

“I’ve also sent one over to the condo management company for their CCTV. Anyone else we need to paper right away?”

Scott looks at me and shakes his head. “No, good start. You’re having all the results routed through you?”

Nguyen nods. “Yep. I’ll let you know when anything comes in. In the meantime, I’ve run the victim, her fiancé, housekeeper, personal assistant, and business partner.” He pulls out a sheet of paper from the middle of the stack in front of him.

“Turnbull’s clean going ‘way back. Not even a speeding ticket. Shark’s had a couple of impaired
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