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PROLOGUE
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She sinks into the softness of the mattress, the down duvet enveloping her body like a cloud. The fine cotton pillowcase feels soft against her skin and smells freshly laundered. Through the double-glazed windows, the muffled sounds of the night drift into the room; the rattling of a garbage bin, a car door closing, and the distant bark of a dog in the leafy neighbourhood below. A faint scent of lilac rises from the bushes beneath her window. The bedroom is painted a delicate pink, a colour meant to be calming, though it seems to have lost its power.

She has tried drinking hot milk, counting sheep, deep breathing, warm bedtime showers, cool bedtime showers, and mindful meditation, but despite all the tricks, sleep will not come. The feeling of loss and the fear of what lies ahead press down on her like a physical weight. It is the desperate hour, the time she dreads each day. She is stranded in an endless desert where there are no distractions, only emptiness on the horizon, consumed by the pain and hopelessness she so capably fends off during the day. And the nightmare, the one that holds her so helplessly in its grip on so many nights.

She puts on a good show during the day, and no one would suspect her nightly torment. She hopes a change of scene might alter the pattern, though she suspects it is a futile thought. There is no righting the wrong; she cannot undo what has been done. The laws of life and death are absolute, and things cannot continue as they are. She must take action. Somewhere, something, or someone, has to give. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
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I

t was meant to be a quiet day, or at least it had seemed that way until the very end of the shift. They had just wrapped up a string of vandalism incidents traced back to two bored, largely unsupervised teenage boys with nothing better to do. Then there had been the particularly destructive break-and-enter three days earlier that had kept them busy tracing stolen goods already being fenced in Perth and Edinburgh. And of course, they were always on the lookout for suspicious activity that might point to an eruption of drug dealing. Surely, after such a flurry of activity, there would be at least a brief lull.

The phone rang. The shift was changing, and with reluctance, David MacInnes picked it up. He hoped it was nothing more than a noise complaint or a car parked where it shouldn’t be.

“Police Scotland, Perth and Kinross Division. Constable MacInnes speaking.”

“Is this where I report a theft? There’s a bicycle here that’s been left in my front garden.”

“Yes, it is, sir.” A simple matter. This could probably be wrapped up in a few minutes. “I’ll take the details, and someone will come by to pick it up.” As expected, it took less than five minutes to take down the information and enter it into the computer.

Time to pack up. While he waited for his replacement to settle in, MacInnes picked up a pen and the stub of a pencil from the battered wooden desk and slid them into the drawer. He crumpled the scrap paper on which he had scribbled a few notes before entering them into the system and tossed it into the wastepaper basket.

Although the furniture was ancient, the station had recently upgraded its computer systems, something for which he was deeply grateful. The previous version had seemed to crash as often as it worked.

He picked up his coffee mug and headed toward what passed for a kitchenette: a cramped nook containing a small sink with a draining board, a tiny fridge, a microwave, a few mismatched pieces of crockery stacked on a shelf, and random cutlery stuffed upright into a tin can. He left the mug upside down to dry, and just as he reached his desk again, the station door opened.

A tall woman in a voluminous green raincoat stepped inside.

“I’m not sure whether you can help me.” Her voice was tremulous, uncertain. “I need to report a missing person. I think something terrible has happened to Duncan.”

The next shift had not come on duty yet, so the responsibility still fell to him.

“Could I have your name, please?”

“Katrina Forbes.”

MacInnes paused for a moment, making certain that neither fatigue nor his longing for a quiet break slipped into his voice as irritation.

“Miss Forbes... or is it Mrs.?” 

“Miss. But please call me Katrina.”

“Katrina, can you tell me about Duncan and what makes you believe something has happened to him?” he said in the gentlest tone he could muster.

“He’s my nephew. Duncan Forbes. His Dad was my wee brother. He lives with me near Aberfeldy, but I haven’t seen him since Friday, almost three days ago now. I thought if he was out with friends, he’d be back by the end of the weekend. But he’s not and I haven’t heard from him. And there is no answer on his mobile. “

“How old is Duncan?”

“He’s 20.”

He sought to reassure her. “Young men often get caught up in adventures and don’t show up when they were supposed to.” Nine times out of ten, after a day or two, the missing person showed up, usually none the worse for wear or maybe suffering from a colossal hangover.

“He’s never run off before and I don’t think he’s run off now.” Her voice was firm.

“So, he has never stayed out without letting you know?” 

“No.”

“Never?”

She hesitated a moment. “Well, just the once at the New Year. He and some of his pals more than made the rounds and he didn’t come home until 7am the next morning, but being that it was Hogmanay, I wasn’t too concerned.”

“When was that?” MacInnes looked down at his notes and tapped his pen. 

“Two years ago.” 

He looked up at Katrina. “And nothing since?”

“No. He’s not like the others.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well, surely you must see all sorts at that age, doing all manner of things they shouldn’t. But that’s not Duncan.”

“May I ask why he’s living with you instead of on his own or with his parents?”

“His parents died five years ago, and there was no one else to look after him. He’s been staying with me while he saves up to buy a flat of his own.”

“Right. Is there any chance he went to stay with a mate and forgot to let you know?”

“I’ve already rung his friends. None of them have seen him.”

“Does he work?”

“Yes. He’s steady. Never misses a day. And he takes a night class every Tuesday.”

“I’m assuming he didn’t show up for work this morning?”

“No, and that’s not like him. I called and asked to speak to him, but they said he hadn’t come in today.”

MacInnes didn’t like the sound of that. Young men with nothing better to do might disappear for a while, go off on some adventure, but missing work without a word felt different.

“Can you tell me exactly when you last saw him and what he was wearing?”

“It was Saturday morning, around eleven. He had on black jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black hoodie. I think he was wearing his trainers too.”

Just like thousands of other young men his age.

“Was he wearing a hat?”

“He’s got quite a collection of sports caps and scarves, but I don’t know if he was wearing one.”

“Do you have a photo we could borrow?” 

“Yes, right here. It was taken last year, at the opening of the salmon fishing season in Kenmore.” Katrina reached into a worn leather handbag, her hand trembling slightly as she undid the clasp. It had once been gold-toned, but years of use had worn it down to the silvery base metal beneath. She pulled out a zip-locked plastic bag containing a photograph of a tall, thin young man with close-cropped hair. He was smiling broadly, holding up a large fish on a chain in one hand, with trees and water stretching out behind him.

“His hair is a bit longer now, though still quite short. And he does like to fish, but all his gear is still at the house.”

“What colour is his hair when it grows in?”

“Fair. Light brown, I’d say.”

“And how tall would he be?”

“He’s just under six feet. Quite slim too, about twelve stone.”

“Right.” MacInnes studied her for a moment, a quiet sense of unease settling in. “Katrina, are you absolutely sure there’s nothing unusual going on? Any problems lately? New friends, a falling out with someone, friction at work?”

Katrina paused, thinking carefully. “I really don’t think so. He’s usually quite chatty with me, so I think he would’ve told me if something was bothering him. He seems to be doing quite well at work, and he was really pleased with the progress he’d made on his most recent assignment for his night course.” She stopped and looked at MacInnes, her eyes full of pleading. “This is so unlike him.”

“What’s he studying at night school?” 

“Art history. And if truth be told, I think he might have liked to go to art school, but instead he went straight into an electrician’s apprenticeship program at sixteen. He was that anxious to learn a trade and make sure he could support himself.” 

Katrina blinked rapidly, then reached into her handbag and pulled out a neatly pressed handkerchief.

Despite his best efforts, MacInnes let out a quiet sigh. So much for a peaceful end to the day. This Duncan sounded like a paragon of virtue, and he hoped Katrina knew him as well as she believed she did. It was possible the young man had simply acted out of character and gone off in search of some kind of adventure. Over fifteen years on the force, MacInnes had seen countless ways young men could lose their footing, and more often than not, the people closest to them were the last to suspect it. Still, this one sounded like a genuine straight arrow.

“We’ll file a missing person’s report and circulate his photo to all stations. We’ll also arrange a time to come out to your house and take a look at Duncan’s room, so please don’t disturb anything there until we’ve had a chance to search it.”

“Of course. I haven’t touched anything since before the weekend.”

“That’s good. We’ll arrange that as soon as possible, likely within the next day or so.”

“Thank you. What do I do now, Constable MacInnes?”

“If you think of any other details that might be useful, please call me. Here’s my card.” He slid it across the desk toward her. “We’ll be in touch if we turn anything up. Other than that, there’s not much you can do besides wait, Katrina. Just wait.”


“Everybody, please take a place and get set up.”

A group of men and women, laden with easels and paint boxes, gathered in a semi-circle. The studio was large and open, as befitted a disused Victorian warehouse that had been partially restored for modern use. Heavy wooden posts supported beams that stretched high above the floor. A tangle of pipes, ducts, and electrical wiring dominated the ceiling, all painted black in a vain attempt to make them less obtrusive.

The floors were laid with foot-wide planks of old-growth timber, the sort not seen for more than a century. Gentle undulations in the wood spoke of heavy machinery and decades of hard service. There was still a faint whiff of machine oil embedded deep within the grain.

Near the entrance, a small kitchenette had been installed, encouraging hopeful thoughts of tea and coffee during the interval. Off in the far corner sat a tiny but much-appreciated washroom.

At the front of the room, a large woman in an oversized pink T-shirt and grey leggings struggled to gain the group’s attention, her soft voice competing with the steady murmur of conversation.

“Listen closely, please.”

The chatter continued until, clearly anticipating the lack of attention, the woman reached into her pocket, pulled out a small canister, and with an amused smile, released a brief but earsplitting blast from an air horn.

The murmurs died instantly, and the room fell silent.

“That’s better.”

Tucking a strand of light brown hair behind her ear, she paused for a moment as though gathering her thoughts.

“We’re going to try something quite different today. For those participating in this week’s challenge, I’d like you to work entirely from your imagination. No still life setups. No working from photos.”

The murmuring began again, softer this time, but the speaker pressed on.

“I want you to think about a feeling you experienced at a specific moment in time and compose a painting that conveys that emotion. Perhaps you were angry at someone, and you might express that through a stormy scene or bold, aggressive brushstrokes. Perhaps there was a moment when you were happier than you had ever been. Flowers, sunshine, bright hues. Think of a scene or colours that would convey that feeling. Even if it is not your usual style, you could try something abstract. Work from your imagination and your emotions.”

A tall man in paint-splattered blue jeans stood in the middle of the semicircle with his arms crossed, a frown gathering across his face.

“Hmmph,” he muttered in a low voice, though several people nearby still overheard him. “What is this? Some kind of therapy session?”

Next to him, a small woman in an oversized art smock leaned toward him and gave him a not-so-gentle nudge with her elbow. Tilting closer, she said sotto voce, “That’s enough, Bob. Let her speak.”

“That’s not what I signed up for, Jean.”

“You’re far too literal. Loosen up a bit. What do you have to lose?”

“My dignity, for starters.”

“Too late. And are you really that timid? If so, all I can say is, ‘Grow a pair.’”

“I’ve got a fine pair, thanks very much, Jean.”

“If you say so.”

A woman in her forties wearing yoga pants, a long-tailed white shirt, and a knitted vest looked anxious to get it right. “Isabel, does it matter whether we use oils or acrylics? I only have oils, and they might not dry fast enough for me to finish my painting by the end of the session. But I brought pastels too. What’s best?”

“It’s up to you, Eleanor. Work with whatever feels most comfortable. There’s no right or wrong.”

Eleanor stared blankly for a moment. “Oh, okay.”

At the edge of the semicircle, a man with a short, grizzled Afro raised his hand to ask a question, then quickly lowered it when he realized no one else had bothered. “Isabel, I don’t even know where to begin,” he said with a faint West Indian lilt. “Couldn’t we have had some warning so we’d have time to pick an emotion?” 

“Good point, Neil. I thought about sending an email in advance, but I felt it would be better to make this a surprise, so no one would have time to think of all the reasons they didn’t want to try something different.” Isabel smiled as she spoke, completely unfazed by the questions. “When it’s your turn to lead the challenge, you’ll have the chance to go back to still life if you’d like.”

Neil faithfully painted the still life scene set up each week, methodically working to capture the shapes, colours, and contrasts exactly as he saw them. He always arranged his palette with the same eight colours and often painted the same scene several times before moving on to another subject, only stopping when he felt he had captured it exactly the way he intended.

“Oh, okay, Isabel. You never know, I might surprise you.” Neil smiled briefly before quickly returning his attention to his easel.

“I’ll look forward to that, Neil.” Isabel reached into a large tote bag and pulled out two small eight-by-ten panels. “And since I’m asking all of you to bare your innermost selves, I thought the least I could do was give it a try myself. Here’s what I came up with.”

Isabel placed the paintings side by side on her easel. Pointing to an abstract piece with heavy brushstrokes of purple and green layered over a greyish-brown wash, she said, “I was feeling quite down about a number of things, and this is what my mood looked like to me. I didn’t try to make it resemble anything in particular. It was all about how I felt about the colours and shapes.”

On the right was a large, loosely rendered flower, bright yellow light catching the petals amongst shadows of ochre and violet. Behind it stretched a pale blue sky, with dashes of pink and green scattered through the foliage below the bloom. “I felt quite happy and hopeful when I painted this. The weather was lovely, I’d just heard that a friend was coming to visit, and the flowers in my garden were starting to bloom.”

A general murmur spread through the group as they slowly began to grasp the concept.

“So, you can see that your paintings don’t have to represent anything terribly dramatic. They can be abstract or realistic. The point is not to paint a subject exactly as you see it, but to imagine or remember it and capture the feelings it evoked on canvas.” She glanced around at the puzzled, skeptical faces before her. “There’s no right or wrong here. It’s just an exercise. And I doubt the process will cause any permanent emotional scars. Bob, do you think you can handle that?”

“What? Why are you picking on me?”

“Not picking on you, Bob. Just reflecting back your comments from earlier. I’m not deaf, you know.”

“Yes, well... I think I’ll survive. Just.”

Jean leaned toward Bob. “That’s the spirit.”


Lauren placed her easel at the end of the semi-circle. She liked having a diagonal view of the still life, but without a setup in front of her, she felt slightly disoriented. It was one thing to paint something that was physically there, or to work from a photo or sketch. This, however, was supposed to be a way to escape her feelings, not magnify them. She was only just beginning to get the hang of painting simple compositions, and trying to conjure something out of nothing felt like far too much. It made her feel inept. Slowly, she was beginning to wonder if joining the Art Society had been a mistake.

As the youngest in the group, she found it difficult to relate to many of their conversations. They talked about children, especially those already away at university, elderly parents and long-term care homes, aching joints, and the cruel, inhumane preparation involved in colonoscopies. It all felt distant to her, centered around things she either couldn’t imagine for herself or didn’t want to think about for another decade or two.

Nonetheless, she had signed up and still desperately needed the diversion, a few hours to think of nothing more than which brush to use, whether one colour worked with another, and whether what was on the canvas even remotely resembled what stood before her or matched how she imagined it to be. The three hours she spent every Wednesday night were the only time she allowed herself to turn off her phone and stop thinking about creating and reacting to posts, endlessly scrolling through different platforms to make sure she was generating enough likes and comments for the companies on her client list. She had promised to work her magic on each one, leveraging her extensive network of contacts to promote products while constantly monitoring social media to ensure that no negative feedback ever went unanswered by positive comments.

It was beginning to feel less like the creative, exciting field she had once aspired to be part of and more like a slog. She worked freelance, moving from contract to contract, making sure her accounting was in order, her taxes paid, and her errors and omissions insurance in place on top of the actual work she handled for client accounts. Running a solo business was draining and, at times, lonely. Worse still, she knew the demands of her work had contributed to a string of failed relationships, though deep down she suspected there was more to it than that.

She stared at the blank canvas. What was she feeling? She paused for a moment, thinking. Did she dare put onto the canvas what she was truly feeling? She reached for the palette with her brush, then hesitated. Maybe not today.


With a flourish of his paintbrush, Bob pulled the AirPods from his ears, then stepped back to admire his work. “Nothing succeeds like excess, I always like to say.”

The small canvas perched on his easel sported a broad stroke of dark crimson slashed diagonally across the surface, overlaid with a brighter streak of scarlet. Beneath it ran a straight line of midnight blue underlined in black. Altogether, it looked disconcertingly like a gaping wound. “I think I’ll call it something sophisticated, like The Ennui of Death. Then I can fake my own demise and watch the value of my work skyrocket.”

“Dream on,” came a voice from the left.

“Don’t be such a killjoy, Jean,” said Elizabeth, unable to suppress her laughter. Slim and petite, with stylishly cut steel-grey hair, she thoroughly enjoyed the group’s weekly painting sessions.

“I’m not. It’s just that he’s insane.”

“Jean, that’s not funny.” Elizabeth wagged a finger at her. “And it’s definitely ableist. You can’t make fun of people with disabilities!”

Jean rolled her eyes. “Oh yes, pardon me. I shouldn’t be so unkind. Bob, your work truly defies my otherwise keen descriptive powers.” She bowed ostentatiously in his direction.

Bob let out a hoot of laughter. “You’re a riot, Jean.”

Jean giggled despite herself. “I try not to take things too seriously, especially not you!”

“Hah!” came the immediate response.

Eleanor wandered over to look at Bob’s painting. No one else had really made much of a start yet, but his canvas was already filling quickly.

“What were you thinking of when you painted that, Bob?”

He painted with a quick, decisive energy, jabbing his brush into the paint and slashing it across the canvas with dramatic flourishes, layering one colour over another. There was something purposeful in the movement, even if the finished result was less impressive than the confidence behind it. Still, the painting carried a strangely disturbing effect.

“Mostly I was thinking about how much I like red and blue, and that I had too big a blob of black paint on my palette to waste it. There’s no reason to think too hard about any of this.”

“But that’s quite bold,” Eleanor persisted. “And you never hesitated. It looked to me like you were trying to express something very specific.”

“Maybe it’s my fiery temperament and a burning desire to impress my critics, such as yourself.”

“I get the fiery part, but I’m not so sure about the black and blue.” Eleanor stepped closer to the painting before turning back to Bob. “Feeling bruised? Afraid of the night? Discouraged?”

“None of the above, Eleanor. All I can say is that I was listening to Led Zeppelin. When Black Dog started playing, I suddenly saw all the colours.”

“So what feeling was that?”

“What do you mean, what feeling? What does it look like to you? I’m just painting what comes into my head.”

Eleanor nodded and wandered back to her easel, though the frown lingering on her face suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced by Bob’s protestations of mindlessness. Bob slipped his AirPods back in and propped another canvas onto the easel.


Looking out the window at the narrow view between the adjacent buildings, Isabel imagined the slivers of architecture and greenery she could see were part of Bridgepoint Hospital and, beyond that, the beginning of Riverdale Park. Halfway between the studio and her home on a small street off Broadview Avenue north of Danforth was her workplace, the Cockerel Café, occupying what had once been a small detached house on the east side of Broadview Avenue.

She had spent years as a reporter, chasing stories and navigating newsroom politics, but after watching job after job disappear in her chosen field, there had been a sense of inevitability when the notice arrived saying her position was being eliminated. It should have felt like a comedown to become a barista at a local coffee house. Maybe eventually it would. For now, though, she was enjoying it. Perhaps it was the relief of knowing the long-feared loss of her job had finally happened, and that she had survived it. Or perhaps it was the release from the relentless competition, the constant pressure to get the story first, uncover the most information, land the best quote.

She and Dan were fortunate. They had lived in their house for more than fifteen years and had paid off much of the debt, so earning a good income was no longer as crucial as it had once been. Many of the customers were her neighbours, and this new job, taken out of a desperate need to fill the void, had unexpectedly given her a stronger sense of belonging than she had ever felt before. It was a highly social environment, an independent café without the pressure of meeting sales targets set by a chain headquartered a world away. Funny how life could take such surprising turns.

The Cockerel was a well-known gathering place, its large west-facing window overlooking the Don River and offering what was arguably the best view of the Toronto skyline anywhere, its silhouette rising cleanly above Riverdale Park.

She thought about the remnants of the different eras that defined the city and its east end, from the 1960s high-rise apartments along Broadview to the Edwardian building where the café was located and the Victorian building where the Art Society met. There were many characteristics that defined the city, but perhaps the most striking was the way it had rapidly changed and adapted over time.

Although many historic buildings and homes had been razed in the 1950s and 1960s during a frenzy of so-called urban renewal, Isabel marveled at the creative ways residents had pressured civic leaders to preserve fragments of the city’s history by repurposing vacant land and abandoned or underused buildings.

The Riverside Art Society itself was a case in point. Founded in 1973, it began when a handful of amateur artists searching for affordable studio space found a home on the east side in a semi-derelict Victorian industrial building. The Taylor Building had been constructed in 1891 using materials produced upriver at the Don Valley Brick Works. Overlooking the perpetually gridlocked Don Valley Parkway, it was lined with tall rows of arched windows. Originally a furniture factory using lumber sawn at the nearby Todmorden Mills, the building later passed through a succession of industrial uses, including the manufacture of munitions during World War II. By the early 1970s, years of heavy use had taken their toll, and the building was slated for demolition to make way for a large apartment tower. A group of determined, well-connected local citizens successfully lobbied for its preservation, and it was eventually reborn as a combination of loft apartments and community space on the main floor, part of which became the headquarters of the Riverside Art Society.

Isabel decided her painting should feature the warm orange that characterized so many of the brick houses and factories in the east end, including the Taylor Building. She painted two wide vertical brushstrokes in orange, then added a broad swath in varying shades of green to represent the park, along with a giant streak of yellow simply because it felt right. She paused for a moment, her brush hovering above the canvas, and realized with a smile that she felt happy.


Elizabeth stood in the doorway, looking past blossoming trees onto a street lined with architecturally designed homes, carefully planned gardens, and manicured lawns. She felt the warmth of the May morning as the sun climbed higher and thought she ought to be happy living in Rosedale, among the imposing houses and tree-lined streets, all within walking distance of the heart of the city. Having left her most recent, and highly demanding, position as business manager at a large architectural practice, she now had ample time to pursue any interest she chose. Josef had been hugely successful as an antiques dealer, and together they had built a life of considerable financial comfort. Yet despite all the positives in her life, there was more pain than pleasure these days, and much she felt was missing. It brought to mind the image of a beautiful jigsaw puzzle marred by dark empty spaces where colourful pieces should have been.

No matter how hard she tried, she could not bring the happiness she once felt back to the surface. She felt like a struggling swimmer, thrashing desperately yet unable to stay afloat.

Elizabeth decided to head up to the Summerhill Market, where people in the neighbourhood paid above the odds for fresh produce, delicious prepared foods, and delicacies like grass-fed beef and wild-caught Pacific smoked salmon. Among the delectable items she coveted was a chicken pot pie, a comfort food from her childhood and a source of solace now. It was a dish her mother had perfected as a way to stretch scarce meat, using leftover vegetables and plenty of economical pastry. At this stage, it had become more desirable than almost any luxury, including the caviar or hand-massaged Japanese Wagyu beef displayed on these shelves. She needed this small piece of childhood to remind her of all she had gained, and it truly felt like a feast. She felt she should indulge while she still could. Perhaps she might even go so far as to have a butter tart, though she had been warned endlessly about the dangers of sugar and other carbohydrates.

There was no doubt she could use a little exercise to rouse those reluctant endorphins surely hiding somewhere in her body, ready to lift her mood if she could only coax them out. It was a brisk twenty-minute walk, and that ought to be of some benefit.

She would press on to the market and ignore the scornful voice of her mother, expressing contempt for the weakness of anyone who allowed themselves extravagances, resentful of those more fortunate when she had worked so hard to make a little go a long, long way while feeding a family of eight. Despite her own generous resources, Elizabeth could never quite rid herself of the instinct for thrift so deeply ingrained in her way of thinking. The long walk somehow made her feel less indulgent, more deserving.

Elizabeth had spent much of her childhood in Cabbagetown, long considered a slum before it became a trendy, picturesque enclave of beautifully restored Victorian houses. The homes that had once sheltered multiple families and assorted boarders lost their dull brick-red paint and dark green trim, sandblasted back to the original orange and buff brick made from local clay. Shabby wallpaper was stripped away and the walls painted white. The ornate gingerbread trim adorning the gables and dormer windows was restored, gleaming with fresh paint in shades of cream and taupe.

The wind rising from the valley tugged at Elizabeth’s cardigan. It was cool this morning, but the day promised to be perfect, with clear skies and pleasant temperatures, ideal for walking. The meticulously maintained gardens along South Drive, past Chorley Park to Glen Road, were rising into bloom in orderly displays, designed by hired gardeners to produce a constant succession of flowers and shrubs, from snowdrops in April to asters in October. It was May, perhaps her favourite month, when trees wore their tender new leaves, spring flowers bloomed, and lilacs were beginning to unfurl their fragrant mauve clusters. She inhaled deeply and willed herself onward. You never knew if it would be your last spring.

As she wheeled the cart through the compact aisles, pausing to examine the outrageously expensive selection of organic muesli she would never buy, Elizabeth noticed a somewhat rumpled middle-aged man glancing at her. It was the second time she had caught his eye. Earlier, she had seen him watching her as she wandered through the bakery section, simply to enjoy the divine aroma of freshly baked goods. Automatically, she lifted a hand to her hair, wondering whether a strand was out of place, and pulled the edges of her cardigan a bit tighter. Did she know him? Was she supposed to say hello? She had a terrible memory for faces and worried that perhaps she should recognize him. Offering a brief, neutral smile, she moved on.

Elizabeth navigated a tight corner as she hurried away, anxious to put distance between herself and the man. Something about him unsettled her. She rounded the display of gourmet crackers and headed toward the refrigerated case stocked with a motherlode of quality cheeses when she heard the scrape of metal against metal and felt her cart bump another turning into the same aisle from the opposite direction.

“Very sorry,” she said without looking up, then let out a soft “Oh” when she recognized the woman pushing the other cart. “I’m so sorry, Isabel. I was trying to make this an accident-free shopping trip, but the best laid plans...”

Damn. She hated being spotted in the throes of her guilty pleasure.

“No harm done, Elizabeth. So nice to see you. This is such a wonderful market. Do you come here often?”

“Only when I’m desperate for a chicken pot pie. And then, of course, I end up with a whole slew of other items I had no intention of buying but somehow find in my cart anyway!” She felt the need to explain herself and hated that fact at the same time. Still, at least it was Isabel, someone she liked very much and considered a friend.

The two women smiled companionably as Isabel reached for a package of organic whole grain crackers imported from the Duchy of Cornwall and placed it in her cart beside a wedge of triple-cream brie. “I was actually on my way to see a friend who lives just around the corner. She’s a travel agent and says she has some great suggestions for me,” Isabel said.

Travel. For Elizabeth, it had receded from an enjoyable pastime into something almost theoretical, especially since the start of the COVID epidemic. Over the years, she and Josef had taken so many interesting journeys together. That seemed like a lifetime ago, though in reality it had been less than ten years since their last trip. Before everything changed.

“What kind of travel?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I had this idea that I’d like to go on one of those painting trips. You know, the kind where you travel to some fabulous location, stay in a quaint B&B or gorgeous villa, eat ridiculously good food, and get the chance to paint with an accomplished artist.”

“That sounds like fun. Where are you thinking of going?”

Isabel picked up a jar of chutney. It had a beautiful label tied on with a turquoise satin ribbon and cost almost as much as any cut of meat that might accompany it.

“Maybe Italy or the south of France, but I’m not set on any particular place. I just want a holiday that someone else organizes.” Isabel had been a stalwart guiding force at the Art Society for almost ten years, and her inspiring leadership was a large part of the reason they had a full complement of members and were even considering a waiting list.

“I’d love to hear more about it, if you wouldn’t mind sharing the information with me. I haven’t thought about travel in quite a while, but that sounds like an interesting possibility. And it might be less couples-oriented. I don’t want to be a singleton in a sea of twosomes.”

“I can understand that. Dan has absolutely no interest in painting, so I’d be going on my own, at least for that part of the trip. He might join me after the workshop for an extra week or two, but we haven’t gotten that far with the planning yet. We could also mention it to the rest of our painting group and see if anyone else would be interested in coming along.”

“Well, you’ve certainly given me food for thought. I haven’t really travelled much since Josef died.” That one brief trip didn’t count, as far as Elizabeth was concerned.

“Ah, yes, I hadn’t thought of that. I’m sure it’s just one more adjustment for you. And the pandemic certainly didn’t help.”

“True, but I need to start doing more of the things I used to enjoy. I’m afraid that if I don’t push myself to get on with life, I’ll end up like one of those sad old ladies who spend all day staring out the front window.”

Isabel smiled. Elizabeth was probably the least likely person she could imagine ending up at a front window, waiting to die. “I doubt that very much. But I’ll let you know as soon as I have more information. It would be wonderful if you decided to come along. See you on Wednesday.”


Elizabeth was curious about the trips Isabel’s travel agent friend might suggest. She fired up her laptop when she returned home with her little treasures: a chicken pot pie, a small container of Greek salad with oodles of feta cheese and Kalamata olives, and a plump, flaky butter tart whose filling had bubbled onto the edges of the crisp pastry. Two types of pastry in one meal! She was breaking the iron discipline that had kept her so slim and fit all these years. But look where that had got her. Perhaps it was time to reacquaint herself with a bit of pleasure here and there.

With one short Google search, Elizabeth found dozens of options for painting excursions. Many of the trips seemed as focused on food and local sights as on art; the painting and sketching felt almost like an afterthought. And the expense! Deluxe all the way. She could easily afford it, but some of the trips cost as much as a decent used car. Or enough to feed dozens of homeless people for a year. How could that possibly be considered a morally acceptable way to spend her money?

Despite her misgivings, perhaps it was time to push out the boat and spend some of the wealth gathering interest in an offshore account, a windfall from all those years ago that she still felt guilty about. She could never “unknow” what she knew about those funds, or what had been done to bring them to her and Josef. But time was running out and, at this point, what did she really have to lose?


MacInnes walked up to the terraced stone cottage and knocked on the door. As he waited, he looked across the narrow street at another row of white-washed cottages with gabled roofs. It would be hard to come and go here without someone noticing. Being on his home turf in Aberfeldy, he knew there could be few secrets in such close quarters.

After a few moments, he heard a series of soft but hurried footsteps. Katrina Forbes appeared and waved him inside.

“Constable MacInnes, please come in. Thank you for coming.”

“Not at all. It’s standard practice, really. We need to search Duncan’s room to see if there’s anything that might help us reconstruct the days and hours before you last saw him.”

“Right. I haven’t tidied his room or touched anything since I came down to the station, just as you asked.” Katrina managed a brief smile that failed to hide the sadness in her eyes.

“That’s good. You never know what we might find. A ticket stub could tell us where he liked to spend time, a receipt from a coffee house or pub, a note about a meeting, a name scrawled on a scrap of paper, or a reminder to call someone. Even the most unassuming items can become important clues.” MacInnes tried to reassure her about the process without sounding either too hopeful or too grim. He didn’t want to raise false hopes, nor did he want to seem unnecessarily pessimistic about the chances of finding Duncan alive and well. 

“Aye, well, I didn’t see any of those things, but I didn’t disturb anything to look either.” She led MacInnes down the hallway toward the back of the house.

“I know this is very worrying, Katrina, but in the majority of cases, the missing person returns home unharmed after doing something that would otherwise be out of character.” What he said was true, but his gut was telling him something very different from the words coming out of his mouth. It would do no good to worry Katrina Forbes any more than he had to, certainly not based on one of his hunches.

Turning to MacInnes as she reached the bottom of the stairs, Katrina met his eyes. “I’m hoping that’s the case, Constable MacInnes, because it’s just so unlike Duncan to go somewhere and not tell me. I truly hope this is all a matter of me being overly sensitive.”

“I hope so too. I really do,” said MacInnes.


Rain battered the windows of the Art Society as members straggled in, wrestling to remove dripping raincoats and straighten umbrellas that had turned inside out. A blast of wind carried in the sharp scent of wet earth and pavement, mingled with the faint smell of damp wool. Even those with proper raincoats were wet from the knees down. The valley acted as a wind tunnel for weather sweeping up from Lake Ontario, and when the rain came sideways, it was impossible to stay dry.

Lauren came through the door with a large canvas bag slung over one shoulder, now dripping with water. It weighed a ton with all the tubes of paint, solvent, brushes, and rags inside.

“Hey, let me grab that while you get your coat off.”

Lauren turned to find a man she didn’t recognize holding out a hand for her bag.

“Oh. Thank you.”

“No problem. It’s brutal out there.”

“You can say that again. I’m soaked!” Lauren managed to extricate herself from her stylish microfibre raincoat. It had done a good job of keeping her dry from mid-thigh to neck, but the hood had blown off when she stepped off the Broadview streetcar. With her hands full, she hadn’t been able to pull it back on, and water dripped from her shoulder-length hair.

“We all are. I’m Ross, by the way. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to come out to the studio, so I don’t think we’ve met.” 

“No, I don’t think we have. I’m Lauren, and I’m trying out the drowned-rat look. What do you think?” She lifted a hand as though to fluff her soaking hair.

Ross laughed. “I think the lot of us look like we’ve just escaped a shipwreck, but I’m sure we’ll dry out soon enough.”

“I hope so.”

“I’ll talk to Neil about putting the kettle on early. I know I could use a cup of something hot.”

“Me too.” Lauren took her canvas bag from Ross. “I’ve definitely got to get a proper bag or a paint box for my supplies. I didn’t think about how much a canvas bag would weigh once it got wet. And it looks like I’ve wrecked my purse.” The soft leather messenger bag hung from her shoulder like a limp sack. “This is one of the luxury products I’m supposed to be promoting this month, so I’ve been taking it with me everywhere. It’s a sopping mess now, so I hope no one posts a photo of it on Instagram.”

“I’ll try to resist. I take it you work in marketing?”

“Yup. I’m doing a six-month contract with Swysha Styles, promoting some of the brand’s fashion products on social media.”

“I take it that doesn’t normally involve soaking the products you’re supposed to be promoting.”

“Very funny.”

He looked over at Lauren’s soaked bag. “But come to think of it, I think I have heard about Swysha. My girlfriend was talking about getting some sort of fancy leather computer bag with all kinds of compartments that also doubles as a weekend bag. I’m pretty sure it was a Swysha. But I have no idea what amplifying a product means.”

“Well, think of it as being in charge of word-of-mouth referrals on steroids. I connect with fashion influencers, many of whom have more than 100,000 followers, and convince them to wear the product and talk about it in their blogs and posts. So, I suppose you could say it’s somewhere between advertising and a book club.”

“Sounds interesting, but I can’t imagine how you do it. Honestly, I spend as little time on social media as possible, so I’d be totally crap at your job. But it must keep you busy.”

“You can say that again. What do you do, Ross?”

“I’m a paramedic. I work out of the ambulance station at Pape and O’Connor. Things have been pretty full-on since COVID, and even before that we were chronically short-staffed, so
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