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To Spock and Sherlock Holmes, who said, “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” – Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Sign of the Four
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Chapter One
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Paula Savard missed her colleagues. She wished she and her boss hadn’t been forced to let one go, but their insurance adjusting business was drying up. Her remaining two colleagues had opted to work from home when Calgary shut down over five weeks ago to curb the spread of the COVID-19 virus. If the pandemic dragged into summer, Paula doubted their company would survive.

A message appeared in her email inbox, subject line New Claim. There’d been a break and enter at a bicycle store, discovered this morning. Detective Mike Vincelli recommended we assign you the claim, the insurance agent wrote. Interested?

That explained Mike’s phone call and request to drop by her office on his way home from police headquarters. He’d arrive in about twenty minutes. 

Paula opened the attached police report. Thieves had broken into Cycle Life after it closed the previous night. They’d made off with two electric bicycles and numerous bike accessories. No injuries noted, no staff on the premises at the time. The owner’s attached statement confirmed the police details. 

Why was Homicide involved? More importantly, why would Mike involve her? She’d told him she was finished with suspicious death cases. Mike had said he understood.

Paula left her cubicle and crossed the reception area to the kitchenette to make a fresh carafe of coffee. Even though she’d washed her hands when she arrived at work and hadn’t come close to another human since then, Paula gave her fingers and palms a thorough scrub, humming “Happy Birthday” twice, which her mother had nagged her do when she was a child. 

Happy birthday to you.

Paula’s fifty-sixth birthday was next Tuesday, and she was supposed to be in Germany with her partner, staying in a castle hotel and touring fairy-tale-esque German towns. She’d also planned to spend two weeks in Hamburg, where Sam had moved for work, to see if she would like living there part of the year. He’d started his new job with a European architecture firm weeks before the virus shut down the world. Now they were stuck an ocean and two half-continents apart. 

Paula dried her hands and then exchanged the towel for a clean one for Mike. The ever-changing health protocols bugged her sometimes. According to the current rules, they shouldn’t be meeting inside since Mike wasn’t in her “household bubble.” Less than two months ago, she hadn’t known what that term meant. 

She set the coffee machine to brew. As she passed the reception desk on her way back to her cubicle, she heard the entrance doorbell ring. Mike’s voice came through the intercom, his words garbled by static. She buzzed him in and went to the outer hallway to greet him. Footsteps sounded on the lower staircase. This was Mike’s first visit to her company’s office in Inglewood. He’d only been to their former premises, in Calgary’s East Village. That boxy, 1960s building had been torn down and replaced by a retail-and-condo complex with lots of glass. 

Mike’s head appeared above the staircase railing. He reached the landing, passed the doors of the real estate and optometry offices, and stopped more than the requisite two metres from her. Thirty-six years old and six foot four, Mike was dressed in a blue suit—his detective clothes. Paula hadn’t seen him since February, when they were unaware of COVID-19’s impact. Now, his dark hair grew shaggily over his ears, thanks to the barbershop closures. 

He glanced at the outer door to her office. On it was a plaque that read Nils van der Vliet Insurance Adjusters Inc. “How do you like your new location?”

“We’ve been here almost three years.” She followed his gaze up to the scalloped mouldings that underlined the twelve-foot ceilings. “It’s got more character than our old place.”

“The date on this building says it was constructed in 1911.” He stepped a half metre closer. “Is that a new scarf you’re wearing?”

Paula looked down at the silk scarf loosely knotted around her neck. “My mother gave it to me for Christmas.” Odd. Mike had never commented on her clothing before. 

He squinted at the scarf. “Are those butterflies?” 

She lifted a silk tail and peered at the orange, yellow, and green designs. “Flowers, with some butterflies flitting around. Why do you ask?”

He turned toward the door. “How about we start with the grand tour?”

Typical of Mike to hold off on explanations until he was ready. She ushered him inside and stopped at the reception desk, which had been stripped clean aside from the intercom system. 

“You didn’t meet Connor, our office administrator,” she said, conscious of the sadness in her voice. “We hired him after the move. Great at his job, but we couldn’t keep him on after COVID hit, even with the help of government programs.”

“Not enough car crashes?” Mike’s lip twitched into an almost-smile. “I got here faster than I expected with the minimal traffic.”

She grimaced. “Morbidly, whiplash claims are our bread and butter. Since the shutdown, the insurance companies can handle them all in-house. The bike theft is the first new claim we’ve had all week.” She stared up at him. “Why did you recommend me?” 

Mike started. “You know about that?”

“The agent emailed me.” 

His lips tightened. “I told him to wait until after I’d talked with you.”

“He didn’t.” She drummed the desk with her fingers. “The reports didn’t mention a death, suspicious or not.”

“There isn’t one.”

“Then why is it a homicide case?”

“It’s not, yet. What’s next on the tour?” He looked over her shoulder.

She’d learned it was futile to press Mike. “The closer cubicle is mine.” She gestured in its direction. “Nils has the farther one. In our old place, I could close my office door, but I got used to tuning the sounds out. Now I don’t have to with Nils, Isabelle, and Connor gone.” She explained they’d chosen an open plan to let light into the reception area. Their only windows faced north, behind the cubicles. Today was especially gloomy with the clouds outside. She pointed out Isabelle’s desk, behind Connor’s. “Isabelle’s taken over administration in addition to her telephone adjusting, which has become video adjusting from her home.”

“The world moves on,” Mike said. 

She led him past the portable room dividers beside Isabelle’s desk to the mahogany table and chairs. “Nils calls this our board room, but we mainly use it for lunch. All winter, when business was booming, I nagged him to hire an intermediate adjuster to relieve our workload. The plan was to push the board room toward the file cabinet wall to make space for a new desk. For once, Nils’s procrastination paid off. The adjuster would be another person to let go.”

Rather than dwell on that dreary thought, she continued to the kitchenette and told Mike to fill his own mug. “Seems my mum was right all along about sanitation. Kind of annoying.”

He met her smile. “How is your mother?”

“Good, and I want to keep it that way.” 

His face sobered. Paula sensed he’d caught her meaning—she would no longer welcome claims that put her family, friends, and colleagues at risk. 

Their mugs filled, she suggested they sit in the “board room.” Mike took the chair with a view to the outer door. She sat across the table, facing the wall of filing cabinets. The wall behind the table’s head chair featured the office’s sole piece of art, a sketch of Lloyd’s Coffee House circa 1688, where modern insurance began. 

Mike took a sip of coffee and set his mug on the table. “This morning I got a call from a man who’d read a news report about the break and enter. He had a premonition.”

Startled, Paula spewed a few drops of coffee, but Mike’s expression was serious. “What report? I scrolled through the news around noon and didn’t see this.”

“A small item, online. I found it after he called.” Mike stroked his mug handle. “Gabriel phones me every few months or so about some case that’s in the news. This one’s different, not being a homicide.” 

She tried not to smirk. “Gabriel, like the angel?”

“I doubt it’s his real name. I looked him up but couldn’t find him on social media.”

“You do get your share of crank and kook calls.”

Mike nodded. “That’s probably what he is, but I always listen.”

“Why?” 

Mike picked up his mug. “You never know what strange rock will turn up the key that cracks open a case.” His face darkened. Paula chalked it up to the waning daylight. 

“Have any of Gabriel’s ‘premonitions’ panned out in the past?”

Mike squinted, as though reflecting. “Some have come close, or his details were inspired guesses.” He hesitated. “This time his premonition points to you. At least, I think it does. It also involves the future more than the present and past.”

“How does this relate to the bike store break and enter?” 

He sipped again. “Gabriel had a vision of a woman he sensed I worked with, possibly a police civilian employee. She had blue eyes, wavy dark brown hair, was in her fifties.”

Paula touched her hair. “Lots of women have my colouring.”

“None your approximate age who work in Major Crimes, including support staff.”

“You actually checked?” she said. “I can’t believe you went to this effort.”

His jaw quivered, presumably at her implied criticism. “There were too many civilian staff to check. But Gabriel said the woman wore a scarf with a butterfly design.” 

Paula fingered the scarf on her chest. “That’s why you noticed the butterflies.” She lifted the tail for a view. “There really are more flowers.” 

“His vision came with an urgency. He said I must work with this woman to prevent a death.”

Paula’s arms prickled despite her belief that this was nonsense. If they paused to get more coffee, she’d grab her sweater from her cubicle. She’d told the building owner to turn off the heat, since she was the only person working in the old building that had trouble getting the temperature right in spring. “Whose death?” 

“I gather Gabriel’s vision stopped there.” Mike glanced at her neck. “I can’t say I consciously recalled you wearing that particular scarf, but it struck me that you wore them.”

“Most women do, Mike. And floral designs are common.”

“But butterflies.”

“They tend to hang around flowers. Gabriel came up with generic details that were bound to describe a few women among the hundreds who work with the police. The scarf was a lucky guess.”

“Probably.”

She shook her head. She’d never seen this side of Mike. “I can’t believe you’re this superstitious.”

He shrugged. “I was raised Catholic. Is this less credible than water into wine? People raised from the dead? Parting of the seas?”

“All with scientific explanations.”

He wrapped his hands around his mug and leaned forward. “Paula, I completely respect your decision to steer clear of cases that might endanger your loved ones.”

Paula looked at Isabelle’s vacated desk. In January, three months ago, she’d put her junior adjuster and her own brother at risk when she pursued a suspicious death case. And Paula’s actions on a claim almost three years ago had endangered her daughter. Now, her mother was living with her and could become collateral damage if a killer tracked Paula to her home. “But there’s no death in this break and enter case,” she said. 

“None we know of, so far.”

“The only reason to think there might be is this premonition by Gabriel, a self-described psychic?”

Mike stroked his mug. “You said yourself business is slow. This is work.”

She studied his deadpan expression. “Are you using the vision to manipulate me into this?” 

“Not intentionally,” he said. “I wanted to give you the choice to say yes or no. You like to help others.”

“You mean by preventing an unlikely death?” 

Mike’s brow knit. “I don’t believe this, necessarily. Call it a hunch, if you prefer. In addition to the future aspect, there was something different about Gabriel’s call this time. I can’t put my finger on it.”

Paula had always trusted Mike’s hunches, which meant she should turn down the claim—there would likely be risk involved. But this time, it would feel like giving in to superstition. “I’ll think about it.” 

“Fair enough,” he said. “Since this isn’t a homicide case—it will be handled by the district office—your decision suits me either way.”

“I’ll let the agent know before I go home.”

“On that note, I should get going.” He drained his coffee mug.

“If nothing else, Gabriel gave you the excuse to drop by.” Paula smiled. Losing contact with Mike had been one of her regrets after she had decided to give up dangerous claims. She’d come to think of him as a friend, but they’d always met in connection with work.

Once he’d left, she washed the dishes and pondered the situation for a few minutes. Really, there was no logical reason to turn down easy work. 

Decision made, she emailed the agent, copying Mike, and scrolled through the reports to find the store’s phone number. Since it was probably closed, she’d have to leave a message. To her surprise, someone answered. 

Paula explained who she was and offered to set up a video meeting with the man who’d introduced himself as Josh. “Are you familiar with RingCentral? It’s similar to Zoom and Skype.”

“Or you can come to the store,” Josh said. “It’s not too hectic first thing in the morning.”

“Are you open?”

“Sure. We fixed the broken window and were back in business by noon.”

“I meant, isn’t your store closed for the pandemic?”

“Bikes are considered essential. We’re transportation,” he said. “Would nine a.m. work for you?”

In person was always better for assessing damages and claimants. While Paula had to take care not to pass the virus on to her eighty-two-year-old mother, the claimant’s upbeat tone made the prospect of human contact appealing. Mike’s visit had perhaps whetted her interest in seeing people again. She agreed to the time and hung up. 

Next, she called Isabelle on RingCentral to have her set up a file for the new claim. Isabelle had switched on her favourite backdrop, which made it look as if she sat in a downtown-tower corner office, the snow-covered Rocky Mountains glowing in the distance through the virtual window behind her. Her blonde hair kept merging into the backdrop.

“Awesome,” Isabelle said. “It’s a sign work is picking up.”

Paula decided not to tell her the claim had arrived via psychic vision. The explanation would take time, and she didn’t want to be late for dinner. As she outlined the basics of the case, Isabelle disappeared momentarily when she shifted on her chair, reminding Paula of the ghost rumoured to inhabit their office building. Isabelle was both fascinated and frightened by another tenant’s stories of spectral beings and unexplained creaks and groans. 

Old buildings always creaked and groaned. Since Paula had started working here alone, she’d noticed the sounds that the whirr of office machinery and her colleagues’ conversations had masked before. 

She wrapped up the call with Isabelle, tidied her desk, and stuffed the business’ mail in her briefcase. Nils had requested that she deliver the mail and some supplies to his house after work.

Something thumped in the hallway. Had a tenant come in to pick up items needed for work at home? The building’s owner had asked Paula to keep an eye on the premises. She went out to the landing. No one there. She leaned over the railing and looked down the curved staircase to the ground level, and then up to the third and fourth floors. No person that she could see, no old plaster or light fixture had fallen to the stairs. She listened. No creaks or groans. Silence.

* * *
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IN HER HOME OFFICE, Isabelle Lansing typed the details of the bike store break and enter into the company forms. Before COVID, Paula would have assigned this claim to her, but Paula said Isabelle was busy enough now doing Connor’s old work on top of her own. Actually, she wasn’t, Isabelle realized now. She started to email Paula to say she could easily handle the claim, when she got a call on Skype. 

Isabelle answered, and Connor’s head filled the screen against a background of the Colosseum. He wore his black-frame glasses. Her friend’s beard had grown from patchy to bushy since she’d talked to him a few days ago. 

“What’s up?” he said. 

“Isn’t it the middle of the night in Rome?”

“I’m still messed up from the jet lag.”

“After almost three weeks?”

“It takes time.” 

His transition lenses had darkened slightly. His rental apartment must have a bright light. During their previous calls, Isabelle had caught occasional glimpses of a kitchen when he switched backgrounds. What could she say to interest her former co-worker?

“We got a new claim,” she said. 

He sat upright. “That’s great. What’s it about? Are you handling it?”

“Paula is. A simple break and enter. If we get more, they might be able to hire you back.”

“Even if I wanted to leave Rome, there’s no planes.” Despite the grounding of most international travel, Connor had managed to find a complicated route to Rome. His trip from Calgary had taken a couple of days. Isabelle supposed it was no wonder he was still jet-lagged. “What did the break and enter involve?” he asked.

She waved off his question, wanting to hear about Rome. “Have you been to the Colosseum?”

He shook his head. “It’s closed, but I went to the Vatican Museums today. Usually they’re packed, but I had the place almost to myself with the tourists gone. A guy snuck in a skateboard and zoomed down the corridor with Raphael paintings. His girlfriend videoed him.”

“Cool.”

A cat leaped in front of Connor, covering his face, then it turned and stared at Isabelle. 

“Finnegan,” Isabelle blurted.

Connor shoved the cat aside. “She’s home in Calgary. This is a stray I let in.”

Isabelle squinted at the screen. “It looks exactly like Finnegan.” Connor’s neighbour was looking after Finnegan while he was away.

“They’re both a calico-tabby mix. That’s why I felt sorry for this one when she howled outside my apartment. Rome has tons of feral cats. They miss the scraps these days, with no tourists and everyone else staying home.”

The cat with orange-white-and-black fur nudged Connor’s cheek. With its head turned sideways, Isabelle couldn’t tell if this cat had Finnegan’s characteristic tabby M on its forehead. Connor and his brother, Gabe, had rescued Finnegan from the cold this winter. 

“Any news about Gabe?” Isabelle asked.

Connor shook his head. “I should have stayed home until he got back.”

Two days before Connor was due to leave, his brother had stormed out of their apartment. Connor had been hassling him about his drug use. Gabe didn’t answer any of Connor’s phone calls after that. When Connor debated cancelling the trip, Isabelle reminded him that Gabe had disappeared for a few days at a time before. Connor suspected Gabe dealt drugs to support his addiction.

The feral cat hissed at the screen and clawed the air.

“You should report Gabe missing,” Isabelle said. 

“No.” 

The cat hissed again, seeming to support Connor’s conviction. Isabelle was almost sure she saw an M shape in the cat’s forehead fur.

Connor tried to shove the cat off his lap. “What if he’s hiding from his drug bosses and the cops give him away? Obviously, Gabe doesn’t want to be found. My neighbour promised to let me know if there’s the least sign he’s been to the apartment.” Connor yawned. “I gotta go crash. It’s after two in the morning.”

After they’d hung up, Isabelle finished setting up the new claim file, her mind often drifting to Connor’s more interesting endeavours. A dude skateboarding through a classy, empty museum would be so cool to see. His girlfriend had likely posted the video. It might have gone viral by now. Isabelle Googled “Vatican Museums.” The first entry said they had closed on March 9. Of course, COVID had hit Italy right after China. She checked another entry. Closed until further notice. She searched Videos and found none of a skateboarder in the museums. 

Maybe the girlfriend hadn’t posted it yet? Or Connor had heard about this happening before the museum closed and told Isabelle he’d seen it to impress her? She’d noticed him wanting to impress Paula, but Isabelle had thought she and Connor were good enough friends to be real with each other. Had he lied about going to the museum because he didn’t want her to think he was depressed and doing nothing but hanging around the apartment with a feral cat?

A cat who looked exactly likely Finnegan. Isabelle had met her a few times on Skype. She’d also hissed and pawed the air. Was this “Roman” cat Finnegan? Isabelle would bet ten dollars on it. Since he’d arrived in Rome, Connor had always Skyped with a backdrop of a tourist site, which would conceal his apartment.

Connor wasn’t in Rome. He was in Calgary.
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Chapter Two
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Paula arrived home to the aroma of shepherd’s pie cooking in the oven. She set her briefcase by the coat closet and entered the kitchen that extended the length of the house. Fabric littered the dining table, and the ironing board was set up by the front window. At the side wall, her mother, Theda, sat at the sewing machine cabinet, her back to Paula. The motor whirred. When it stopped, her mother turned around on her stool. 

Theda started. “Paula, I didn’t hear you come in.” She held up a rectangle of striped material. “How does this look?”

“That depends.” Paula moved closer, between the table and ironing board. “What is it?”

“A mask, once I add the elastics for the ears. We’ll all be wearing them this summer.”

At grocery stores, Paula had noticed a few people wearing masks. Many experts said they didn’t protect the wearer and limited the virus spread minimally, although Alberta’s chief medical officer recommended wearing them when physical distancing was difficult. 

Her mother rose. “My sewing group spent an hour on Zoom discussing patterns. We decided this will be our new project.”

“That’s good.” Anything that occupied her mother during the day would reduce Paula’s guilt over leaving her alone. Almost three years ago, her mother decided to move from Montreal to Calgary to be closer to her granddaughters and Paula. Since then, Theda had lived with Paula’s daughter Erin, Isabelle, and their ever-changing assortment of student housemates. Her mother claimed the young people boosted her spirits. But Theda’s high blood pressure and elevated blood sugar levels, along with her age, put her at high risk for complications from COVID-19, which she might catch from her youthful housemates. She and Paula agreed she’d be safer in Paula’s home. 

COVID-19 had also cost her mother a boyfriend due to their opposing views on how to deal with the virus—assuming David, Sam’s father, was in fact more than a friend. Paula and Sam had never figured that out. And they were fine with staying in the dark.

“It’s fortunate I prepared dinner before our Zoom. Since then, I’ve been distracted with cutting and sewing.” Her mother shuffled to the table. “I’ll clean up while you change.”

“I’m pretty much changed now.” After a week of not meeting a soul in the office, Paula now wore comfortable clothing to work instead of her usual skirts or dress pants. This morning, she’d put on jeans, a fitted T-shirt, and a cardigan. She’d added the scarf at the last minute to dress up the outfit.  

She helped her mother move material, thread, and scissors to one end of the table, to make space for eating. 

“These aren’t the most suitable fabrics,” her mother said. “I’ll order more online.”

Paula smiled. After eighty-two years of barely touching a computer, her mother had been thrust into the digital age by pandemic restrictions. She Skyped with Paula’s brother and his children in Montreal and Zoomed with her social groups from the seniors’ centre and church. 

“Can you stop at a store tomorrow to buy twist ties?” her mother asked. “They’re key to the masks’ tight fit, until I order flexible wire.” 

“Sure.” 

Theda left the table to get the place mats and cutlery, her movements lighter than they’d been this morning. While her mother filled their glasses with water, Paula set the salad and casserole dishes on the table. She removed her scarf to avoid spills on the flowers and butterflies. “Where did you buy this scarf, Mum?”

As her mother carried the glasses to the table, Paula repeated the question. Since Theda had moved in, Paula had noticed a loss in her hearing. They’d get it checked when clinics reopened. 

“At a Christmas craft fair,” her mother said. “Why?”

“Mike Vincelli stopped by the office today. The scarf caught his interest.”

“Mike?” Her mother’s blue eyes brightened behind her glasses. She and the detective had met several times over the years and had a soft spot for each other. “How is he handling the pandemic?”

“Okay. He needs a haircut.”

Her mother peered at her. “You and I could use a trim too. I’ve ordered a hair-cutting kit online. I’ll cut Walter’s hair as well, and you can do mine. It will pay for itself in a week.” 

Paula scanned her mother’s grey curls, which were looser than usual with more length to them. “You’ll need a hippie headband soon.”

“Walter could use one already. He joked he’ll soon be tying his hair back in a ponytail.”

Her mother had also connected with Paula’s next-door neighbour. Theda and Walter both benefited from daily walks together. Walter’s wife was in a long-term care residence, which was under lockdown. When Walter visited his wife now, he stood outside and looked at her through the window as they talked on the phone. Paula was grateful for her mother’s good health, and on the whole, she enjoyed her mother’s company, especially with Sam away. She glanced at the microwave clock. It was 2:48 a.m. in Hamburg. Sam would be asleep. 

Her mother sat at the table, facing the entrance hall. Paula took her usual place at the end. Sam’s seat, to her right, was vacant. They scooped shepherd’s pie and salad onto their plates. 

“I’ve been thinking, Paula,” her mother said. “Would Sam mind my using his studio for making masks? We’d need help moving my sewing machine up there, but it would keep my work out of your dining room.”

Paula glanced over her shoulder, in the direction of the backyard and Sam’s studio, which was above the garage. Paula had considered making it her home office when she turned the main floor den into a bedroom for her mother, but the studio was Sam’s space. Her working there would be a reminder that their forced separation could be long. Plus, she preferred keeping her work and home life separate, and to be honest, she liked the break from her mother’s presence for five or six hours each weekday. Her office building was only a ten-minute walk away, so she could come home for lunch. The walk was a rare bonus of this business shutdown. Before, she’d had to drive the short distance because she was always heading out to meet claimants or check out damage sites. Now she did most of this work online, although tomorrow, she’d need to drive to the bicycle store. 

Her mother swallowed a bite of pie. “I realize Sam is protective of his studio.”

A studio workplace would involve a lot of stair-climbs for her mother, but Sam had designed the room with large windows for natural lighting. It might do her mother good.

“I’ll email Sam,” Paula said. “I think he’ll be happy to see his studio put to good use. We’ll return it to its former state before he comes home.” 

“They predict it will be months before travel resumes.” 

Paula speared a tomato, fearing that “they” were right. 

“So why did Mike come by your office?” her mother asked. “I thought you’d given up the dangerous work you were doing for him.”

“I have. This was about a routine break and enter claim.”

“People get killed in them.”

“Break and enter means no threat to a person.” 

While they ate, Paula related the details of the break and enter, which were public knowledge. She considered leaving out the “psychic’s” premonition but then went ahead and told Theda, figuring her mother would find it entertaining and wouldn’t be alarmed. She often scoffed at a friend in her sewing group who planned her life around her horoscope and tarot-card readings. 

But Theda paused as she listened to the story, her fork in her salad. “Did I tell you about my experience with your father’s screwdriver?” she said, when Paula had finished.

If Sam had said this, Paula would’ve gone for a double-entendre joke. “Only that he had eighty-seven of them in his workshop garage. You counted.” 

Her mother rested the fork on her plate. “When he died, clearing out his workshop was overwhelming.”

Paula nodded, remembering her mother’s daily phone calls. Paula had told her to take her time, that there was no rush to get rid of the stuff. They hadn’t parked a car in the garage for thirty years. But her mother wouldn’t slow down. 

“I told your father’s woodworking buddies, as he called them, to take anything they wished, but they all had their own collections of tools and scrap woods they thought might come in handy one day. Between the buddies, my garage sale, and putting the true junk out on garbage day, I finally disposed of everything.” 

Paula had heard all this before. She’d wondered if her mother clung to the irksome task to postpone dealing with her grief. Paula’s father had died fifteen years ago this spring, of a heart attack. She still missed him. 

“Finally, I had time for myself,” her mother continued. “I opened my sewing box and there, staring up at me from among the spools of thread, was a screwdriver. A small hex. I’d learned their names from his buddies.” She paused. “After all my work, the sight of one tiny screwdriver was too much. I collapsed on the bed and cried.”

This information was new to Paula. She drank some water to wash down a clump of potatoes in her throat. 

Her mother stared at her, her blue eyes damp. “How did it get there?” 

“Obviously you’d put in your sewing box, in the midst of all the confusion.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Mum, you were exhausted. Maybe you took out some thread to sew something, had the screwdriver in your hand, and absent-mindedly placed it in the box.”

Moisture spotted her mother’s glasses. “I was convinced your father put it there.”

“Before he died?” 

“It was the kind of thing he’d do, to tease me. But he wouldn’t have done it ahead of time. He didn’t know he was going to die.”

“His doctor said he might have had symptoms he didn’t tell us about.”

“He’d still believe he’d live forever, in his optimistic way.” Her mother reached for a rectangle of fabric. She removed her glasses and cleaned them with the cotton cloth. 

“So you’re saying he put the screwdriver there afterwards, as a ghost?”

“It was his type of humour.” 

Paula leaned back in her chair. She’d assumed those closest to her shared her realistic view of the world. But her mother’s face was solemn, as Mike’s had been when he told her about Gabriel’s premonition. 

Her mother put her glasses back on. The lenses were smudgy. “I sensed it was your father’s way of saying goodbye. After I pulled myself up from the bed, I was more at peace with his passing.”

Paula placed her hand on her mother’s gnarled fingers. “I understand, Mum. Believing his spirit was there helped release your grief.”

“His farewell to me was a joke. Typical of him.” Her mother picked up her fork. 

This conversation was heading down a weird path. Paula steered to different subject. “What would you say to having the kids over for dinner on the weekend?”

Her mother’s eyebrows rose above her glasses. “Drs. Tam and Hinshaw advise us to stay in our household bubbles. No indoor gatherings.”

Paula had expected that response. Canada’s and Alberta’s chief medical officers, Dr. Tam and Dr. Hinshaw, respectively, had become her mother’s heroes. Unfortunately, the weather forecast called for cool temperatures through the weekend. “We haven’t seen the girls in two weeks, though.”

“I miss them, but their boyfriends work on the front line.” Grocery store workers, they were at constant risk of catching COVID-19 from customers, suppliers, and each other.

Leah, Paula’s oldest daughter, was unemployed. “I talked to Leah this morning,” Paula said. “She doesn’t seem to be doing much aside from moping in her apartment.”

“We could invite her alone. Leah’s lifestyle is safe.”

Sadly so, Paula thought. COVID had ruined Leah’s plan to open a wine and tapas bar and led to her breakup with her boyfriend cum business partner. The end of that romance was probably inevitable, but the bar had been ready to go this spring and even Paula, who’d initially been dubious about the venture, had thought its chances good. Leah had gotten out of the financial tangles, but Paula hated COVID most of all for quashing her daughter’s dream. An evening with bubbly Isabelle and Erin might lift Leah’s sprits. 

“How about we invite just the girls,” Paula said. “We’ll keep our distance indoors, and wear masks you make for us.” 

Her mother frowned. “I don’t know.” 

They finished the last of their dinner. Paula got up to wash grapes for dessert and returned to the table. It would be wrong to push her mother into a social activity that was a genuine threat to her health.  

“All right,” her mother said. “If we all promise to be careful and no hugs.”

“Of course.” Paula would miss those hugs. 

Her mother tore a grape from its stem. “On the subject of visiting, could you drive me to David’s?” 

Paula winced. “Why? I’d thought your friendship was over.”

“I owe him the benefit of the doubt.” Her mother chewed on the grape; her expression grim. 

“You won’t convince him that COVID conspiracies aren’t real.” 

“I might have misunderstood him on that matter.”

Paula crossed her arms. “He called you a sheep for following the party line.”

“I wonder now if he was teasing me, like your father.”

“David doesn’t joke.” Paula and Sam had speculated that her mother’s minimal sense of humour made it hard for her to tell the difference between nastiness and sardonic comments. David was Sam’s father and Paula hadn’t seen him in over a month. “I suppose I could take you this weekend.” 

“There’s no hurry.”

Perhaps her mother would rethink the idea over the next couple of days. 

After they’d loaded the dishwasher, her mother settled in the living room to watch a recording of Coronation Street and Paula drove to her boss’ home in Chinook Park. The deserted roads got her there in ten minutes. Under an indigo sky, she carried the bin of office mail and supplies to the backyard, set it under the covered patio, and texted Nils to say she’d arrived. The glass door opened and Nils flicked on the outside light, which illuminated his face. He looked older than his seventy-one years and had developed a stoop since withdrawing from the office last month. She made sure to stand more than the requisite two metres back to protect his lungs, weakened from over fifty years of smoking. 

His wife appeared beside him. Helen came up to his shoulder. Grey roots flowed into her overgrown pageboy cut. Whenever Paula had met her socially, Helen had talked about her Dutch church. Now, her church activities had stopped, and she wasn’t into Zooming. She told Paula now that she and Nils hadn’t seen anyone indoors in over a month and only left the property for daily walks. They had their groceries delivered and scrubbed all the surfaces with alcohol wipes before taking them in. 

“Any urgent mail?” Nils asked. 

“Bills, notices, follow-up reports,” Paula said. “Nothing that can’t wait.” 

Helen said they’d leave the bin outside for a few days before touching it. “Nils has plenty to do combing government websites for programs to keep the business afloat.”

“Band-Aid solutions.” He scowled. 

Helen gazed up at him. “I told Nils the universe is conspiring to finally get him to retire.”

“And force him onto the internet,” Paula teased. The business was Nils’s prime interest. He’d founded the company when he was in his thirties.

“It hasn’t forced me,” Helen said. “I miss my friends.” 

“I wouldn’t mind so much for myself, but I feel bad for young Connor,” Nils said. “Isabelle will be next, and then you, Paula.”

“I’ll manage,” she said, to cheer him up. “We got a new claim today. I could give it to Isabelle but will deal with it myself.” 

Helen looked at her. “Nils told me about your last murder case. I’m sorry for what happened. It must have been traumatic to see someone die violently.”

Paula looked away. Shadows flickered on the outside wall of their home. She hadn’t told Nils or anyone else about her flashbacks. During the past two months, they’d diminished to rare and less-disturbing appearances, although one last week had blurred to an image of her friend Callie lying twisted on the river pathway—an image Paula hadn’t seen in real life. Callie’s death had led Paula to Mike and two more murder cases. The one this winter had gone sideways. “I’ve learned from that experience.”

“If you encounter trouble again, you’ll handle it better,” Helen said.

“No.” Paula shook her head. “From now on, I stick with what I know I can handle.”

Helen looked from Paula to her husband. “I tell Nils we can’t know or control what comes next, but we need to have faith in ourselves and the world.”

“My faith is hanging by a thread,” Nils said. “I wouldn’t bet on where we’ll all be next spring.” 

Neither would Paula. Her work; her future with Sam; her daughters’ well-being; the health of her mother, of Nils, and of other vulnerable seniors—Paula wouldn’t bet on any of it thriving. 

* * *
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MIKE VINCELLI LOOKED in on his nephew, asleep under his covers. Eli was six, in first grade, but at this moment he could be an innocent toddler. Mike had lived with him since he was born, but soon that would end. Lucy, Mike’s sister, had fallen in love. Great guy, Kyle—great for both Lucy and Eli, who was growing increasingly attached to him. Kyle was a natural, relaxed with kids and life. Mike was stodgy in comparison. 

The plan was for Kyle to move in, to keep Eli’s homelife stable. Lucy and Kyle both insisted they wanted Mike to stay. He could have the basement bedroom and sitting area to himself, almost a separate bachelor suite. Mike was sure their urgings were sincere, but he refused to be a fourth wheel on their new family tricycle. Lucy talked of having a baby with Kyle before she turned forty. They all needed to move on, with Uncle Mike on the periphery.

On the way back to the living room, Mike stopped at the kitchen for two cans of Coke. One beer a night was enough for his friend and former mentor, Brian Novak, who was living with them temporarily. Novak’s doctor had recommended he give up drinking—alcohol was a depressant and might affect his medication—but Novak said if he had to stop completely, he’d rather be dead. Mike doubted that was a joke. 

Tonight, they’d almost finished their bottles when Novak’s neighbour in southern Alberta phoned. Novak had hired the neighbour to look after his ranch in his absence and sounded confused by whatever the neighbour was saying about cattle and horses. No question, Novak’s cognitive facilities were off, due to his depression or medication. Or both. If things didn’t improve, Mike would suggest Novak ask his doctor to change his meds. 

Mike carried the cans to the living room, plunked one on the coffee table in front of Novak, and resumed his spot in the armchair. When Novak finished his call, they could turn on the TV. Novak wasn’t the greatest conversationalist these days. Lucy managed to draw him out a little, but this wasn’t Mike’s forte. Still on the phone, Novak asked his neighbour to repeat something. 

Novak and his wife had bought the ranch after Novak retired from Calgary Police Service, and they had enjoyed two years of rural life until her cancer diagnosis. She’d died within days of her doctor’s predicted six months. Novak had been her rock during her final days. And he’d crashed after the funeral this winter. His daughter had called Mike, his last Homicide partner, with a desperate plea for help. 

“Would CPS hire Dad back part-time?” she’d asked. “I don’t trust him alone at the ranch.”

In his police work, Mike had met his share of suicide risks, including the one in his last case with Paula. He’d submitted the daughter’s request to his staff sergeant, not expecting him to come through. But Travers said he’d been thinking of ramping up the cold-case team. A former Homicide detective working three days a week would suit their budget. Rather than share his doubts about Novak handling the job, Mike had hoped the return to his former routine would bring back the old Novak. 

Finally, Novak said goodbye to his neighbour. He placed his phone on the sofa cushion beside him. His naturally ruddy complexion was flushed, likely due to the frustration of grasping the details about purchasing livestock. Novak’s business model was to buy cattle in the spring, graze the herd through the summer, and slaughter the animals in the fall. 

Novak raked his fingers through his thinning grey-blond hair, spiking the threads in all directions, and looked at Mike. “Where were we?”

“I was telling you about getting Paula on the break and enter case.”

“Right. Your psychic friend had a vision of her.”

“I wouldn’t call him a friend.”

“Aren’t psychics usually female?”

“We shouldn’t be sexist,” Mike said. “Anyway, why can’t psychic visions be clear and direct, like ‘Get Paula on the case’?”

Novak picked up his Coke can, popped the tab, and set the can down. “I need to call my daughter.” He grabbed his phone. 

“You talked to her an hour ago.”

“I forgot something.” Novak tapped her number and spoke into the phone. “Hi, honey. How are the kids?” He stood and carried the phone to the hall, for privacy or to settle his agitation, a side effect of the meds or the illness, Mike wasn’t clear which. He sensed Novak hated people hovering, treating him like a child. Mike would hate it too. It was one reason Novak hadn’t wanted to move in with his overly protective daughter. Another was her home crowded with three children, two dogs, and a cat. Mike and Lucy had welcomed him into their basement guest room. Companionship and police routine had lifted Novak to functional. Then COVID-19 hit. Novak got into panics that the virus would take him, as cancer had done to his wife. New medication helped. Travers had ordered the cold-case team to work from home, to reduce the number of people at police headquarters. Mike had convinced him to let Novak stay, arguing that social contact was key for a widower getting back on his feet. Mike wondered if Novak accomplished any real work in there, but how much harm could he do on cases that probably wouldn’t be solved anyway? 

Novak returned and walked to the sofa with his trace limp from a horseback-riding accident years ago. “I thought my doctor’s appointment phone call was tomorrow. My daughter says not for a couple of weeks.”

Mike could have told him that. 

“Where were we?” Novak said again. “Right. Paula. Glad to hear she’s back in the saddle.”

Mike shook his head. “She’s still determined to stay off our Homicide horse, for reasons we can both understand.”

“I don’t. She was a sharp one in that case with her friend. A step ahead of you and me all the way to the finish line.”

“Yes, but policing isn’t her job.” 

Novak picked up his empty beer bottle. “That case was my last big one before I retired.”

“And my first major homicide case.”

Novak stared at the empty bottle, his brow knit. “It connects the three of us in some mysterious way. A triangle. You, me, Paula.”

Psychics and people with certain mental illnesses tended to see connections where none existed. Mike rose to get the remote control from the coffee table. 

“What do you want to watch?” he asked, knowing Novak didn’t care. Comedies worked best. They both liked Schitt’s Creek.

As they watched, Novak stared at the TV and managed the odd laugh, but Mike’s gaze kept drifting to Eli’s play corner on the far side of the sofa. A table and easel for his artwork. Shelves crammed with books, plastic trucks and cars, and dolls. Bins of LEGO bricks. A kiddie piano Eli loved banging on. He’d grow out of all this soon but had a few years of childhood left. Mike and Lucy’s birth father had split when she was Eli’s age. Mike, two years younger, didn’t remember him and hadn’t seen him since. Their mother married Ray Vincelli when Mike was five and then bought this house. Ray had become Mike’s father in every sense, but Mike still felt responsible for them all. His mother said he was born old. He didn’t need a shrink to figure out that he’d latched on to Eli to fuel his need for responsibility and make up for his lost fun in childhood. He dreaded letting that go. 

A shrink would also note that, like Paula, Mike had been shaken by their case this winter. His fault for screwing up. He’d misread the situation and put her at risk. Now he might do it again, if Gabriel’s vision came true. If Mike’s action today turned out to be the wrong one and propelled Paula into danger, he’d quit Homicide. 

He startled. The thought hadn’t crossed his mind until this moment. Once you thought of leaving, did that mean you were on your way out? It took complete conviction to do the job. Four years in the Homicide unit was average for burnout. Mike would hit that milestone in four months. 

“In my day,” Novak said, jolting him from his thoughts, “there was this psychic who’d call now and then. I’d barely pay attention to what she said, my mind on real work. You’re smart to listen.”

“Paula thinks it’s foolish.” 

“She’s smart, too.” Novak tried to sip from his empty bottle then set it on the coffee table. “Why don’t you send me the break and enter report? It might jibe with a cold case.”

“Why would it?”

“Connections.” 

Mike drank some Coke. Since all of Novak’s work was likely a waste of time, the only problem might be Novak bringing some fanciful connection to Travers, who wasn’t known for thinking outside the box. “Okay. If you find anything of interest, you can run it by me.” 

Novak cocked his head. “I’m too over the hill to deal with it?” His tone wasn’t defensive, but there was a bite to the words.

Mike glanced at the corner full of toys. He too didn’t like becoming obsolete. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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Paula arrived at the bicycle store in the city’s northeast fifteen minutes early. She still hadn’t adapted to the speed of getting around Calgary with less than half of its usual amount of traffic. Cycle Life was the middle store in the one-storey building in Mountainview Industrial Park. Paula parked in front of Cycle Life, facing the building. An outlet selling kitchen countertops was to her left, one selling furniture to her right. The building’s location near the large commercial zone centred on Marlborough Mall would be convenient for customers shopping for specialty items. 

She got out of her car and scanned the empty lot. The morning air was chilly despite the sun, which was rising behind the hot-tub outlet across the street. The police report noted that the three neighbouring stores—Xanadu Tubs & Spas, Furniture Sellers, and CounterTops—were all closed due to the pandemic. There’d been no witnesses to the Cycle Life break and enter, which occurred between six-thirty Wednesday evening and nine yesterday morning. 

The Open sign on Cycle Life’s door was unlit. Through the storefront window, Paula could make out bicycle shapes in the dark. She rang the doorbell. When no one answered, she took out her phone to check her messages while waiting for the co-owner and manager, Joshua Chapman. 

An email from Connor—the first one he’d sent her since landing in Rome. Museums closed. No tourists. Wandering alone past ancient buildings and monuments feels post-apocalyptic.

She shivered with guilt even though he’d insisted his layoff was the kick in the pants he’d needed to pursue his dream of travelling and painting.

A cyclist rounded the corner, steered into the parking lot, and drew to a stop in front of her. “Are you the insurance adjuster?” 

“Paula Savard.” 

He dismounted the bike and extended his hand. Paula withdrew hers. 

“I keep forgetting.” He laughed. “I’m Josh.” 

Josh was close to six feet tall and wore a light jacket and jeans. Paula guessed he was in his mid-forties, although his age was hard to determine with the bike helmet brim shading his face. His ski-jump nose crooked to the side

He slotted his bike into the rack on the weedy strip of gravel in front of the store window and locked the bike in place. “Can’t be too careful these days. Theft must be booming with all the closed stores ripe for the picking.”

“Actually, it’s down, according to police statistics,” Paula said. “Could be less random theft with fewer people on the streets.” 

“This one struck me as random.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“I’ll show you.” He punched the entry code into the pad on the front door. “I’m usually the one who opens up. First thing I noticed yesterday was the alarm wasn’t set.” Inside, he pressed the keypad to deactivate the security system. The door’s Open sign lit up. “Obviously, they rode the bikes out this way and closed the door behind them.” 

“Are you certain you set the security system Wednesday night?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “Wednesday is Herb’s day off, and Kelsey always leaves before us.” He turned on the light. “I’ll leave the store closed until Herb arrives to deal with customers.” He pressed a keypad button, and the Open sign went dark. 

“Do you have other employees?”

“Nope. Kelsey’s only part-time during the school year. She’s in university. She starts full days next week, when she’s done exams. We better get going before my ex appears. I’ll show you how they got in.” 

Paula was intrigued by the comment about his ex, but that wasn’t her business here. She followed him to the service counter, which was about ten metres straight ahead of the front door. Behind the counter was a partition wall. Josh draped his jacket and helmet on wall hooks and mussed his flattened sandy hair. His eyes were shadowed, perhaps from lack of sleep or stress regarding the break and enter? A tight T-shirt with capped sleeves highlighted his muscular chest and upper arms. Paula found the room cool enough to leave her jacket on. 

The showroom extended from the door to a rear wall past the counter. She estimated it contained about one hundred bikes. Bicycle tires hung from the high ceiling. The service counter faced a few children’s bikes and wall racks filled with bike accessories. The rear wall had two closed doors, one with restroom icons. Josh took a ring of keys from a counter drawer and led her down an aisle past the restroom to the store’s workshop. 

“I told Herb he was paranoid to keep it locked,” Josh said. “Not anymore. We might upgrade our security system, even spring for cameras.” 

The motion detectors hadn’t sent a notification to the security company. If Josh had been careless about activating the system, he probably wouldn’t admit it.

Josh opened the door to the workshop. A fat-tire bike lay upside down on a platform in the middle of the room. Bicycle parts and tools crammed the shelves lining three walls. The rear window was boarded up. “They broke it and opened the door from inside.” 

“So what made you think it was an impulse theft?”

“They stole average-priced bikes that were easy to access. Sure, e-bikes are hot, but pros would have taken top-of-the-line. Same with the accessories they grabbed and, honestly, pros could have driven a truck out front and spent an hour loading—who’d have seen?” He opened the back door. “We’ll upgrade the deadbolt lock and get bars for the new window.” 

The rear deck looked out on a T-shaped loading area. Two buildings ran along the T’s stem, behind CounterTops and Furniture Sellers. Paula had an angled view of the buildings’ loading docks, which meant anyone working there could see her on Cycle Life’s deck. She saw no people or vehicles there now. The police report stated the district police had canvassed all the businesses, including the craft brewery at the end of the T’s stem and across a street. All were closed during the time of the break and enter.

Paula looked over the railing. “Do you get your deliveries back here?”

“Out front,” Josh said. “We don’t have basement space.”

A half-flight of stairs led down to the loading area, which sloped downward to the furniture store’s rear entrance. 

“Herb’s the only one of us who comes out here, to smoke or eat lunch,” Josh said. “I pitch in with bike repairs, but the workshop’s Herb’s space. He took care of boarding up the window while I dealt with the cops yesterday. That reminds me, I haven’t had time to read our insurance policy. Is the window covered?”

She nodded. “Your commercial crime insurance covers specified perils, which include break and enter, theft, and related damage. You’ll need to provide receipts.”

“They’re in the office.” 

They returned by the same back aisle, which Paula guessed was largely used by staff. No sign of Herb or the ex Josh had mentioned. 

At the service counter, Josh pointed to two racing bikes across an aisle that continued through the showroom. “The bikes they took were there.”  

“Electric bikes?”

He nodded. “About three thousand each, retail. I’m almost out of e-bikes already. Everyone’s thinking, ‘What can I do now with stores and restaurants closed? I know—I’ll take up biking.’”

“Or walking.” Paula’s neighbourhood streets and pathways were packed with people, especially on weekends. She glanced at the room full of bikes. Hard to see that the store was selling out. “You said you were meeting someone else here soon.”

“Yes, my ex. Zabrina phoned this morning—woke me up—asking me to take Olivia, our daughter, today. Zabrina’s parents have looked after her homeschooling since the schools closed, but they’ve taken off to their cottage.” He motioned toward the floor-to-ceiling racks of bike accessories on two walls. “The dudes grabbed helmets plus, it seems, whatever would fit in the baskets and saddlebags we’d put on the bikes. They also ripped off a few racks in their haste, but we fixed those no cost.”

Paula agreed it seemed a situation of two people happening by and stealing what they could easily and quickly carry. Or targeting the store because midrange e-bikes and accessories were worth a lot for personal use or black-market sale. 

“I understand they left behind no clues?”

“Nothing the cops found when they were here.” Josh scanned her from head to sneakers. “All I can say is, anyone shorter than you would have found it a stretch to ride those bikes, even after adjusting the seats.”

Paula was five foot five. That eliminated only a small portion of the adult population. 

Josh moved to the door between the helmet racks
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