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  Dedication


For those who understand that dolce far niente is its own kind of light. 
For the ones who know life is steadier when shared with someone who stays true in both word and body.
And for the person beside you who keeps faith without compromise — the kind who seems almost mythical in a world built on fracture.
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Worn but not broken--every struggle shapes a story.
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  Chapter one
Time of Death


Ambulance lights strobe across the glass entrance of the emergency department, casting red and blue flashes over the sliding doors as they part and the gurney rolls through, its wheels striking the metal threshold before settling onto the polished tile floor. Two paramedics push hard behind it, shoulders forward, boots striking in quick succession as sweat gathers beneath the fluorescent lights. The sharp scent of disinfectant hangs in the corridor, mixing with the burnt coffee drifting from the nurses’ station farther down the hall. 
A man in a wheelchair emerges from the opposite direction at the same moment, his mid-forties face tightening as he sees the gurney approaching. His leg rests inside a fresh plaster cast, the hospital gown hanging loosely from his shoulders while the orderly behind him pulls the chair sideways to clear the path. The wheels turn sharply across the tile, the cast lifting as the man grips the armrests and braces against the movement. The lead paramedic swerves, one boot sliding before catching, while the second reaches across the gurney to steady the patient and keep her from shifting.
“Watch the chair,” he says, keeping his eyes on the woman beneath the oxygen mask.
One paramedic checks the monitor without slowing.
“Pressure’s eighty over forty. Dropping.”
A nurse moves alongside them, matching their pace as her identification badge taps against her scrub top. She looks from the monitor to the woman’s face, then back again.
“Where was she found?”
“Old Forest Hill. Private party. Police asked us to keep it quiet.”
The paramedic answers quickly, his attention already returning to the patient as they continue down the corridor.
The second paramedic leans over the woman and checks her pupils again.
“No trauma. No fall. No impact.”
He lowers the light and watches the woman’s shallow breathing beneath the mask.
“This isn’t alcohol. Her breathing’s wrong.”
The woman’s skin has a pale, wax-like appearance beneath the fluorescent tubes, almost translucent against the white sheet covering her. A faint smell clings to her clothing, something sweet beneath the sharper trace of chemicals, like spilled wine mixed with something industrial that does not belong. It catches briefly at the back of the throat as they turn into Trauma Two.
The treatment bay is already prepared. Stainless-steel trays sit beneath the overhead lights, instruments arranged in place, and the heart monitor waits beside the bed with its steady electronic pulse. The paramedics move together as they transfer the woman from the gurney, their hands practiced and controlled despite the urgency surrounding them. Once she is positioned on the hospital bed, they step away and the attending physician moves forward.
“We’re clear,” he says.
The paramedics leave through the curtain, and the fabric falls closed behind them, cutting away the noise of the emergency department until only the machines and the movement inside the bay remain.
The physician moves to the head of the bed while the senior physician stands beside him and two nurses work on either side. The room smells of antiseptic and plastic tubing, the air filled with the low mechanical rhythm of equipment.
He lifts one eyelid, then the other.
“Left pupil fixed. Right sluggish.”
The monitor nurse watches the screen.
“Sats are falling. Mask isn’t helping.”
“Get me a line.”
Drawers open beneath the counter as metal instruments shift against trays and gloves snap into place. The nurses reposition around the patient while oxygen hisses through the mask and the physician checks the woman’s pulse beneath his fingers. The beat weakens beneath his hand as the monitor nurse watches the numbers fall.
“Seventy systolic,” she says. “Still dropping.”
The monitor spikes once before the rhythm disappears and a flat tone fills the bay, replacing the sounds of movement and equipment. The physician reaches for the woman’s neck, checking once and then again with more pressure the second time, but finds no pulse beneath his fingers before turning back toward the team.
“Start compressions.”
The CPR nurse climbs onto the stool and begins, her hands driving down in a steady rhythm while the mattress shifts beneath the woman’s body. The monitor nurse threads the IV line beside her, working between each compression.
“Still asystole.”
“Push one of epi when that line is ready.”
The senior physician steps closer, watching the monitor, the compressions, and the woman’s face without speaking as another cycle begins. The team moves through the routine they know by memory, compressions followed by ventilation, medication, and another rhythm check before they begin again.
The compressions nurse changes places, locking her arms and continuing the effort as sweat gathers beneath her mask. The stool shifts slightly against the tile while air hisses through the bag valve mask and the physician leans closer, the stale smell of coffee lingering on his breath.
She glances toward the clock.
“Twenty minutes.”
The senior physician looks from the monitor to the patient and then back again.
“We’ve done everything.”
The compressions slow, and the nurse lowers her hands before stepping away from the stool. The physician places one hand against the counter while he looks at the clock, his voice taking on the measured tone used in trauma rooms when there is nothing left to do.
“Time of death—”
The words remain unfinished as he steps away from the bed and the senior physician follows him through the curtain.
The two nurses remain behind, disconnecting lines, silencing alarms, and smoothing the sheet over the woman’s body. Their movements are efficient, carrying the quiet that follows an effort that has ended rather than the calm of a completed task.
Several minutes pass before the compressions nurse reaches toward the sheet near the woman’s shoulder, adjusting the fabric where it has folded beneath her. Her hand pauses when the material shifts beneath her fingers, and she looks toward the monitor nurse, who steps closer as the sheet moves again, slower this time, leaving both of them watching the woman beneath it.






  
  Chapter two
The Woman on the Patio


The staircase from the second floor creaks beneath Pico’s weight as he makes his way down toward the office, the old wood settling beneath each step while his hand moves along the banister worn smooth by years of use. His frame is compact and sturdy, with strength carried through his shoulders and forearms without excess bulk, and he moves with the same measured pace he brings to everything else. A few steps behind him, Sky lowers her head beneath the low beam above the staircase, her height forcing the small adjustment but never slowing her stride as she follows him toward the ground floor. Her curls frame sharp cheekbones and warm brown skin, her pale green eyes moving across the familiar space below from doorway to desk to window before returning to the details that catch her attention, while her fingertips brush lightly against the faded paint along the wall as they descend. 
They enter the office they share, where the frosted glass door softens the lettering of their names from the inside, the reversed outline of PICO & SKY INVESTIGATIONS appearing blurred against the morning light while the black-iron sign outside the narrow front window repeats the name in crisp serif lettering. Pico unlocks the door, and the hinges resist before giving way with a low groan as the office opens around them, revealing the two desks facing each other, the coffee machine in the corner that produces more noise than coffee, and the whiteboard still covered with notes from the case they closed the night before. Dust drifts through the sunlight near the window, and the faint smell of last night’s takeout remains in the room despite the fresh air entering through the doorway. Sky’s handwriting cuts across the board in sharp, slanted lines, while Pico’s smaller, precise notes fill the spaces between them.
Pico takes his jacket from the hook beside the door and glances once more at the file resting on the desk.
“He was lying,” he says.
Sky opens the folder again as she walks past him, turning through the pages she has already reviewed.
“Obviously.”
“You could’ve said something.”
“You already knew. Case is closed.”
A small smile appears at the corner of Pico’s mouth as he looks up at her.
“You know, for someone named Sky, you’re awfully grounded.”
She pulls her jacket higher and draws the zipper closed.
“And for someone named Pico, I still block the sun for you. You’re welcome.”
The zipper reaches the top, and she turns toward the door.
After locking the office behind them, Sky starts down the steps toward Clinton Street while Pico remains beside the lawn sign long enough to notice that one corner sits slightly lower than the other. He adjusts it by a fraction, then runs his thumb along the metal edge before letting go, the small correction receiving the same attention he gives to everything that appears out of place.
Sky watches him.
“You’re doing it again.”
Pico looks over.
“Doing what?”
“Inspecting the world like it’s a crime scene.”
He looks back at the sign for a moment before joining her.
The morning heat has already settled over Clinton Street, rising from the pavement and clinging to the skin as they cross toward the café patio where regulars have begun arranging their chairs between the shade and the sunlight. The smell of fresh pastries drifts through the warm air alongside the low murmur of conversations, and they move together without adjusting their pace, Pico’s shorter, measured stride naturally matching Sky’s longer steps until they reach the curb at the same moment.
The patio has already filled with the routines of the neighbourhood, retirees reading newspapers beside cooling coffee, students bent over laptops, and couples sharing quiet conversations over breakfast while servers move between tables carrying trays. Chairs scrape against tile as people shift, ice moves inside glasses, and the morning sounds blend with the smell of butter, coffee, and warm pastry. Pico and Sky settle at a table near the railing, and before they have fully placed their chairs the server approaches with the familiarity of someone who has seen them there many times before.
“Due cappuccini, due cornetti alla ricotta?”
Sky smiles.
“You’re a saint.”
The server disappears inside while Pico leans back slightly, his attention moving beyond the patio toward the street. Sky follows his gaze without asking at first, then watches him for another moment.
“What now?”
“Nothing,” Pico says. “Just looking.”
She studies him.
“Uh-huh. You’re thinking. I can hear it.”
The server returns carrying two cappuccinos and two warm ricotta-filled cornetti dusted with sugar, placing them carefully on the table as steam rises from the cups and powdered sugar falls lightly across the surface between them. Sky reaches for hers immediately, while Pico wraps both hands around his cup and lets the warmth settle into his palms.
At the far end of the patio, an elderly woman sits with her coffee untouched, her silver-white hair brushed neatly back beneath the morning light and a dark blazer resting over a lace-trimmed blouse. A strand of pearls sits against her throat, and a patterned scarf remains tied beneath her chin despite the heat. She holds a rosary in one hand, moving the beads slowly between her fingers while the conversations, footsteps, and movement around her continue.
Her attention remains on Pico and Sky.
Sky notices while lifting another piece of pastry, her hand slowing before returning to the plate.
“Okay… she’s staring.”
Pico follows her gaze.
“Do you know her?”
“No.”
“She’s praying.”
Sky looks back toward the woman.
“She’s staring.”
Around them, the patio continues its morning rhythm, though a few people nearby glance toward the woman before returning to their conversations. A man lowers his newspaper briefly. A woman looks over her shoulder and then turns back to her coffee.
Sky leans slightly toward Pico.
“Why do I get the—”
The woman’s eyes move from Pico to Sky.
Sky stops speaking.
The woman’s gaze remains on Sky for a moment before returning to Pico, her fingers continuing their slow movement over the rosary beads as though the conversation around her has no effect on the rhythm of her hand. Pico watches her without turning fully in his chair, noticing the way her attention repeatedly returns to him, settling near the collar of his shirt before moving back to his face.
They finish their coffee beneath the growing warmth of the morning, the sounds of the patio continuing around them as servers move between tables and conversations rise and fall with the movement of the neighbourhood. The woman does not touch her cup. The rosary remains in her hand, each bead passing beneath her thumb while her eyes stay fixed in their direction.
Sky sets her empty cup onto the saucer.
“Let’s go,” she says quietly.
Pico looks toward the woman once more before standing.
“Yeah.”
They leave the table and move through the patio toward Clinton Street. As they pass the woman, the beads in her hand press together with a faint click, and her fingers tighten around the rosary before she lifts her eyes toward them.
“You two…”
Her voice is low enough that they slow.
“You walk with the same shadow.”
Pico stops, and Sky turns beside him.
For a moment neither of them answers.
Sky looks at Pico.
“Great.”
Pico keeps his attention on the woman.
“Comes with the job.”
The woman studies them for another second before lowering her gaze back to the rosary, her fingers resuming their movement as she returns to the quiet pattern she has maintained since they arrived.
They cross Clinton Street toward the three-storey house that holds their office, Sky walking ahead with the keys already in her hand while Pico follows beside her. The sounds of the café fade behind them, replaced by traffic moving along the street and the distant rumble of the city beginning its day.
At the door, Sky unlocks the entrance and pushes it open.
“Come on.”
Pico steps forward, but before entering he pauses with one hand against the doorframe and looks back across the street.
The old woman remains seated at the patio table.
Her coffee is still untouched.
The rosary rests between her fingers while the movement of the café continues around her, servers passing, chairs shifting, conversations carrying across the patio. She remains still among the activity, her attention fixed on the window above the office.
“Pico.”
Sky’s voice comes from inside.
He turns and steps through the doorway.
A streetcar bell sounds somewhere beyond the buildings, carrying through the heat as he closes the door behind him. The latch settles into place.
Across the street, the old woman lowers the rosary onto the table, the beads resting beside the untouched coffee as sunlight catches the pearls at her throat. The patio continues around her, full of movement and conversation, but her gaze remains on the office window where Pico and Sky have disappeared.






  
  Chapter three
What See Saw


The top-floor lounge sits in the fading evening light, the single lamp beside the couch casting a warm glow across the room as the last daylight disappears behind the windows and the neighbourhood below settles into the quieter rhythm of night. Pico pours two small glasses of red wine and brings one to Sky, who sits cross-legged beneath a blanket with her attention fixed on the street below, following the familiar movement of people returning home, cars passing through the intersections, and the gradual closing of the businesses that have filled the day with noise. She accepts the glass without looking away, and when Pico sits beside her their shoulders nearly touch as they share the rare quiet that comes after hours spent listening to strangers explain the things that have gone wrong in their lives. 
“Quiet tonight,” she says.
Pico nods, taking a sip while the silence remains undisturbed until a knock from the front door travels through the house and reaches them. Sky lowers her glass and Pico sets his down before they move together toward the staircase, their footsteps quiet against the worn wood as they descend through the dim house, the familiar creaks beneath them blending with the distant sounds of the street outside. At the bottom of the stairs, Pico reaches the frosted glass door and sees the outline of someone waiting beyond it, and when he unlocks the entrance a cool draft moves into the hallway carrying the scent of evening air mixed with something floral, an old perfume clinging to the person standing outside.
The woman from the café waits on the other side, her unevenly buttoned coat hanging loosely around her frame and her silver-white hair brushed back except for several strands that have fallen against her forehead. Both hands remain wrapped around the strap of her purse, her grip tightening until her knuckles lose their colour as her eyes move from Pico to Sky before returning to him. Pico keeps his hand on the door, and the woman gathers herself beneath his silence before saying she is their last hope, her voice carrying the strain of someone who has already asked for help and found no one willing to listen.
“My family has suffered enough,” she says. “I need someone who can put things right.”
Sky steps closer, her attention moving between the woman’s face and the hands locked around the purse strap.
“Ma’am, why come here?”
The woman looks at Pico.
“Because he knows me,” she says. “And I know him.”
The slight change in Pico’s posture is enough for Sky to notice, and the woman takes another step toward the doorway before lowering her voice.
“You were my priest at St. Peter’s.”
Pico’s expression tightens.
“Every Thursday night,” the woman continues. “You heard my confessions. All of them.”
Her fingers move over the purse strap while she studies his face.
“You listened.”
Pico remains quiet, his attention fixed on her as the memory settles into place, and Sky notices the familiar control he uses when people reveal things they have carried for years. The woman is not asking him to hear a confession. She is asking him to remember one.
“Please,” she says. “Let me in.”
Pico steps aside, and Sky opens the door fully before guiding the woman toward the office.
“Come in. This way.”
The ground-floor office is dim except for the warm light from the desk lamp, and Sky pulls out a chair while the woman lowers herself carefully onto the edge of it, still holding her purse against her body. When Sky asks if she would like something to drink, the woman hesitates before requesting chamomile tea, and while Sky fills the kettle at the kitchenette, Pico crosses to his desk, opens his notebook, and prepares to write. He sits across from her without rushing the questions, giving her the same patience he has always offered people when they struggle to reach the parts of their stories they find hardest to say aloud.
The kettle hums while Sky prepares the tea, and when she returns she places the mug beside the woman, who wraps both hands around it without drinking as the steam rises between them. She keeps her eyes on the surface of the tea for several moments before lifting them toward Pico and Sky.
“My niece died last month,” she says.
Pico’s pen slows.
“I’m sorry.”
The woman lowers her gaze.
“She died,” she says, “and then she came back.”
Sky studies the movement of her hands around the mug.
“You said she was dead.”
The woman leans forward.
“She heard them.”
Pico looks up.
“The doctors.”
Her voice lowers.
“They whispered it so the nurses wouldn’t hear. They said they were going to take her liver.”
She keeps both hands around the untouched tea while she describes the room her niece claimed to have seen, the lights above her, the table, the metal instruments, and the voices around her. The woman’s fingers move along the purse strap as she explains that the lights were round with small glass sections inside them, like insect eyes, that they were too bright and too close, and that her niece heard the instruments being placed on the tray, smelled disinfectant, and heard doctors whispering because they did not want the nurses to know what they were planning.
“She shouldn’t know those things,” the woman says. “She shouldn’t remember any of it.”
The woman’s thumb continues moving against the purse strap as Sky watches the untouched tea cool between her hands and the effort it takes for each sentence to leave her.
“When did you last see her alive?”
The question brings the woman away from the hospital and back to the life before it.
“We live at College and Ossington,” she says. “Above a restaurant.”
Her fingers tighten around the cup.
“I eat there almost every day. I should remember the name.”
She searches
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