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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


Jeff O’Brian pulled his Monte Carlo up to the curb outside the Forest Glen Art Gallery, easing it into park with the kind of casual disregard that suggested he wasn’t entirely convinced his old car had another restart left in it. The engine grumbled in protest as he cut the ignition. He sat for a moment, drumming his fingers on the wheel, taking in the line of cars hemming him in on either side.

Mercedes, Cadillacs, BMWs—the sort of cars driven by people who had never had to give a thought to the price of petrol. His Monte Carlo, bright blue with a white Landau roof, stuck out like a sore thumb: a little too brash, a little too working-class for this part of town.

Beside him, a parking meter stood like a city-appointed pickpocket, waiting for its cut. O’Brian glanced at it, sneered, and walked straight past, leaving it hungry. Let the city slap another ticket on the windscreen—they’d have to queue for it.

It was mid-afternoon on a Thursday in June 1977, and Toronto was sweltering. Heat rose in shimmering waves from the pavement, curling around his ankles as he made his way toward the glass-paneled entrance of the gallery. The building bore a limestone façade, respectable in its age, but those thick, tempered-glass doors were something else—pure weight, pure opulence. O’Brian leaned into one with his shoulder and pushed through, immediately rewarded by a blast of icy air, desperate to break free.

He paused, letting the cool air wash over him, taking a moment to gather his bearings. The place was cavernous, with fourteen-foot ceilings and walls painted bright white to better display the paintings arranged with meticulous care. Free-standing sub-walls transformed the space into a maze of artwork, with each piece afforded its due reverence. Patrons drifted about, lingering briefly before each painting, as if to convince the world they were contemplating something profound.

He made his way towards the reception desk, a hulking slab of mahogany that looked as though it had been dragged straight from a banker’s office. Behind it, a young woman—Becky, according to her name tag—was on the phone, her expression professional yet distant, the look of someone accustomed to answering the same three questions all day while making a conscious effort not to roll her eyes at any of them. She wore a sleek black suit, the sort that proclaimed professionalism while fitting just snugly enough to suggest ambition.

O’Brian stood there, staring at her. He didn’t move, didn’t speak—just waited, with the kind of persistence that could unsettle a person. Eventually, she relented, pressing a hand to the mouthpiece and lifting her eyes—slowly, deliberately, reluctantly.

“Yes?”

Jeff O’Brian from the in, here to see Paul Wilkins.” He tilted his head slightly, letting the statement hang like a question, watching her reaction, gauging whether she would be a problem.

Becky hesitated, her practiced smile faltering for a moment. Then, back to the script. “Do you have an appointment?”

O’Brian smirked, letting a slow breath escape through his nose. “I’m writing a piece on your gallery. It’ll be published in the Gazette within the week. Now, if Mr. Wilkins is unavailable for comment...”

Becky, perceptive enough to catch the unspoken consequence, slowly placed the receiver on the desk and rose to her feet. “I’ll see if he’s available.”

O’Brian’s smirk widened. “I’ll just have a look around while you fetch him, shall I?”

She offered him a tight, curt smile in return, then disappeared into the back, leaving him alone with the art.

O’Brian began to advance through the gallery. In truth, he was less concerned with the art and more interested in the people. He scanned the crowd. Who was here to buy? Who was here to view the work of a long-dead Canadian painter? And who was merely here to be seen, posturing with the right people in the right place?

Hell, maybe they were the exhibit.

He felt like an intruder in his brown leather bomber jacket and tattered blue jeans, his North Star running shoes scuffing against the polished hardwood floor. From O’Brian’s perspective, the place reeked of pretension—a heady mix of perfume, cologne, and money. O’Brian, by contrast, carried the scent of cigarettes and regret, his own personal brand.

At thirty-two, he was often mistaken for younger, thanks to a full head of sandy-brown hair that had yet to show any signs of receding. His blue eyes bore a permanent squint, honed by a career spent scrutinising the truth as others did their best to twist it. He had a nose for nonsense and a hardwired intolerance for authority figures who peddled it. The way he carried himself—back straight, chin up, as if he had nothing to prove but everything to fight for—made people assume he was taller than his actual five-foot-eight.

He had, once upon a time, been a hell of an investigative journalist—the kind who put City Hall in the hot seat, called out crooked cops, and made sure the suits in boardrooms didn’t get too comfortable screwing over the little guy. His exposé on used car dealerships rolling back odometers had nearly won his paper a Michener Award. Nearly. But a recent piece on police corruption had gone sideways, resulting in a libel suit and a sharp drop in O’Brian’s stock as a journalist. Now, instead of taking down criminals, he was writing a page-six fluff piece on an artist who had been dead for sixty years.

His enthusiasm was, to put it mildly, minimal.

His feet shifted rhythmically, each step measured, when—out of nowhere—a flicker of colour tugged at the corner of his vision. Against all odds, a painting had caught his eye.

He stopped.

He frowned.

He wasn’t the sort of man who paused for paintings. Art had never been his thing. He lived in his own world, moved to his own rhythm, and it didn’t include scrutinising brush strokes or debating colour palettes. Yet this painting—this one—was different. There was something about it, something that made the noise of the room fade, just a little, as if the world around him had dimmed ever so slightly. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

He stepped closer, feeling—for the first time that day—the faintest prickling of curiosity gnaw at him.
He squinted, trying to make sense of what the painting actually represented. At first, it seemed nothing more than a messy collage of colours. But slowly—almost against his better judgment—curiosity wormed its way in. He wanted to know what it was. There was something about it that challenged him, like a puzzle he needed to solve. His eyes moved left to right, up and down, darting across the trim panel in a frantic attempt to decode it.
It was there, at the edge of his understanding. He leaned in a little closer, squinting, his face pushing forward as if he could will the image into clarity. It shifted, and O’Brian could see it now—a lake, surrounded by trees, their branches bare, stripped of leaves. The colours made sense in a way that had eluded him at first—pale patches of what might be snow. Melting snow. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew it must be spring. The water, dark and deep, contrasted sharply with the blue of the sky.

There, near the centre, a small structure—what looked like a cabin—tucked between a cluster of reddish trees. The image clicked into place, like the final piece of a puzzle sliding home. It was a painting of a cabin by a lake, in spring. The colours now came together, each hue adding depth, adding clarity. He could make out the hills in the distance, the faintest suggestion of a path leading toward the cabin. And there—near the path—two small blobs of colour caught his attention.

He leaned in closer, squinting. Could they be people? He wasn’t sure. But as his eyes focused, the figures began to take shape. Yes—they were people. Two women: one in a blue dress with a white hat, the other in a red coat, a scarf fluttering around her neck. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. He felt a quiet pride. What had seemed a chaotic tangle of brush strokes only moments before had now coalesced into a vivid scene: two women walking along a path, near a cabin by a lake, in the spring.

He read the brass plaque beneath the painting: “Larry Dixon’s Cabin. An Original Painting by Tom Thomson.”

His eyes flicked back to the painting. He searched for more, hungry for details that might still be hidden. A flash of movement in the background caught his attention. Was that another building in the distance? Were those birch trees lining the far shore? The questions kept coming. It shouldn’t have mattered—just another landscape, one of thousands painted over the years, each as indistinguishable as the next. But something about this one held him there, rooted to the spot. Perhaps it was the way the light shimmered on the water, or how the colours seemed almost too vivid, too alive, for something created so long ago. Or perhaps it was something else entirely.

He stared, letting his mind wander, until, suddenly—without warning—he was no longer in the gallery. The noise of the room, the people milling about, had all but vanished, replaced by the cabin by the lake, the cool spring air, the rustling of the trees. His thoughts drifted deeper, further into the world of the painting. He could feel the wetness of the melting snow beneath his boots, the quiet calm of the lake reflecting the soft light of the sky. Everything else—the entire world outside this scene—felt distant.

And then, as though struck by lightning, Becky’s voice shattered the illusion.

“Mr. O’Brian?”

The voice yanked him back. He inhaled sharply, shaking his head as if to clear it. He was back in the gallery. The painting hung motionless before him, its brushstrokes frozen in time.

Becky was now beside him. “Mr. Wilkins is ready for you.”

Without thinking, O’Brian raised his Pentax K1000 and began clicking. Wind—click. Wind—click. He was vaguely aware of the disapproving glances from the other patrons.

“It’s all right, I’m Press,” he muttered.

They weren’t reassured.

Becky smiled, though it was a practiced smile, one that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I didn’t mean to shock you, Mr. O’Brian. Please, this way.”

O’Brian followed her, his thoughts drifting somewhere between the gallery’s quiet halls and the northern waters. He couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder at the painting once more, his mind reeling from the surreal experience. She led him down a corridor, past paintings on either side, the walls lined with works that demanded attention—each more sophisticated than the last. At the end of the hall, two well-dressed men stood together, their eyes fixed on another piece of art. One of them, tall and sharp-featured, turned slightly as O’Brian approached. A faint smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

“Mr. Wilkins?” Becky inquired, her voice tinged with professional respect. “This is Jeff O’Brian, from the Toronto Gazette.”

Wilkins straightened, his eyes narrowing with a calculated air of recognition. “Ah, Mr. O’Brian! Thank you, Becky.”

The receptionist nodded and then quietly withdrew, leaving the three men behind in the dimly lit corridor. The sophisticated-looking man gestured towards his assistant, a younger man with a stony expression, whose presence seemed as much a part of the décor as the paintings themselves.

This is my assistant, Norman," Wilkins said, his voice laced with a certain air of superiority, as if the introduction were meant to impress. O’Brian nodded, though his gesture carried an indifference that spoke volumes about his lack of interest.

"I understand you’re writing a story on Tom Thomson for your paper," Wilkins continued, his eyes scanning O’Brian’s face, as if attempting to read something between the lines.

“Correct,” O’Brian replied, a slight shrug accompanying his words, "I was just looking at some of his paintings here. I really don’t know much about him."

Wilkins’ smile grew smugger, his tone condescending. "Yes, well, you wouldn’t, would you?" he said, as if posing a question solely to put O’Brian in his place.

O’Brian caught the slight but chose to ignore it. Wilkins, however, noticed that the remark had failed to land its intended blow. The art dealer adjusted himself and continued, his voice taking on a slightly more patronising tone. "Thomson’s work isn’t exactly for the ‘unrefined palate’ to appreciate in a matter of moments, especially in a gallery as prestigious as this one."

O’Brian raised an eyebrow, his lips quirking into something between a smile and a sneer. "A prestigious gallery, Wilkins—" he began, deliberately using the word to take the wind out of Wilkins’ sails, "—is that what I’ve found myself in today?"

"Yes," Wilkins replied, his tone betraying a touch of annoyance at the jab. "And it’s ‘Paul,’ actually."

O’Brian’s gaze flickered with amusement. “Right. So, Paul,” he said, deliberately using the man’s first name to emphasise the casualness of the exchange, “what can you tell me about Tom Thomson that I’d actually want to write about?”

Wilkins’ smile wavered, as though caught off guard by the directness of the question. “Well, he was one of Canada’s greatest artists.”

“Yeah?” O’Brian’s tone was flat, uninterested.

"He was the forerunner to the Group of Seven," Wilkins added, almost as if the name alone should have been enough to impress O’Brian.

"Okay." The word hung in the air, dry and dispassionate.

"And he was one of our first great Canadian landscape artists," Wilkins concluded, his voice swelling with the weight of the claim.

“Yeah, look,” O’Brian cut in, sensing the redundancy of the conversation. “All that’s been said before, and none of it really justifies a feature story. My editor wants something for the sixtieth anniversary of Thomson’s death, but unless there’s a fresh angle, it’ll read like a cheap advert for your gallery.”

Wilkins stiffened, his smile vanishing as he turned to his assistant.

“Norman, would you excuse us for a moment?”

Norman gave a curt nod, casting O’Brian a glance of barely concealed disdain before moving towards the reception desk.

Wilkins’s expression darkened, his shift in demeanour signalling that something more serious was to follow.

“Mister O’Brian,” Wilkins began, lowering his voice with an air of authority, “this is art we’re discussing here—not some Hollywood scandal sheet.”

O’Brian’s expression remained unchanged.

“Yeah, I’m reminded of that every time I look around at all these ‘celebrities’ you’ve got hanging about here.”

He was still thinking about the painting he had seen. Something about it nagged at him. He wasn’t done with it. He should have been—should have been walking out of the door by now—but instead his feet carried him back to where the small cabin sat, frozen in time, the two women still making their way along the path.

He stopped in front of it again, ignoring the way Wilkins, eager to show off his knowledge, began to share some trivia in hopes of giving O’Brian something new to write about.

“Ah, Larry Dixon’s Cabin, an interesting fact. The title is actually a slight misrepresentation. You see, the cabin belonged to a Mr. Lowrie Dickson, but most people called him Larry. When the painting was being prepared for sale, it was titled Larry Dixon’s Cabin by Thomson’s benefactor. This often happ...”

O’Brian cut him off mid-sentence. “Don’t care. Look, have you any news about him—some long-lost painting, perhaps, or an insight into his personal life? Did he ever cut off one of his ears and send it to a mistress, for example?”

Wilkins sighed, exasperation creeping into his posture. A small, almost imperceptible flicker of irritation crossed his face, but he quickly composed himself, his smile tightening as he glanced at O’Brian.

“No. You’d have to go to Holland for that, I’m afraid. If you don’t see anything in the gallery that appeals to you, Mr. O’Brian, I really don’t know what to—”

“All right then,” O’Brian cut in, his voice dry. “So, my angle is: ‘Tom Thomson—nothing new and still dead after all these years.’ Should bring them out in droves.”

He glanced around the gallery and then, as if to punctuate the remark, asked,

“So, what are his paintings going for these days?”

Wilkins seemed almost too eager to answer.

“About a hundred thousand apiece—interested?”

O’Brian gave a quick shake of his head.

“Nope. And what were they going for when he was alive?”

Wilkins hesitated briefly before replying.

“The National Gallery purchased one for five hundred dollars. The West Wind—I’m sure you’ve never heard of it.”

O’Brian smirked.

“Well, I don’t want to send your heart into palpitations, but I’ve heard of it. So, you lot have really marked him up—that’s an angle.”

Wilkins’s face grew redder, and he shifted uncomfortably.

“Now, Mister O’Brian—”

O’Brian raised his hand, cutting him off.

“Is this the lot of them—all of Thomson’s paintings—you’ve got here?”

Wilkins straightened his back, as though the question demanded more formality.

“No, no, no. The National Gallery has some, the McMichael Gallery has a fine collection in Kleinburg, and there are still a few in private hands.”

O’Brian perked up.

“Private collections? You mean private homes—paintings of his that the public hasn’t seen?”

“Obviously.”

O’Brian’s curiosity was piqued.

“So how would one get to have a look at one of these ‘private collections’?”

Wilkins gave a sly smile.

“Well, depending upon who the ‘one’ is, a call could be made and a meeting arranged with some of them. Others, though, are not quite so interested in sharing their collections.”

He paused, as if recalling something.

“Oh, I know a private collector who might just be willing to speak with you.”

O’Brian leaned in slightly, intrigued.

“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

Wilkins lowered his voice, making the moment feel even more clandestine.

“Well, she has an original Thomson that he signed—something of a rarity in itself. And—the best part—she got it directly from Thomson in 1917, the very year he died. She actually knew the artist personally—there’s your ‘angle.’ We’ve been trying to get it from her for years, but she won’t let us near it.”

O’Brian narrowed his eyes.

“Oh, really? And why would that be?”

Wilkins stiffened, clearly uncomfortable with the subject.

“Oh, she’s got a thing about art critics and galleries. Can’t abide them.”

O’Brian smirked.

“I like her already. What’s her name?”

Wilkins stared hard at O’Brian, as if weighing the decision. At last, he spoke.

“Daphne Crombie.”

“Does Daphne Crombie have a telephone number?” O’Brian asked.

“I don’t have a number, but I do have an address for her,” Wilkins replied. He turned towards the reception desk a few yards away, where Norman and Becky were stationed. Becky was seated, while Norman leaned casually against her desk. Norman sprang to attention, however, the moment he spied Wilkins walking in their direction.

“Becky, would you be so kind as to look through the Rolodex and find the address for a Mrs. Daphne Crombie? Mr. O’Brian here would like to have it.”

“Certainly, Mr. Wilkins, right away.” Becky began flicking through the cards and, after a few seconds, exclaimed, “Here we are!” She turned the Rolodex towards O’Brian.

Norman took a step back as O’Brian leaned over the desk, craning his neck to see what he was looking at.

Committing the name and address to memory, O’Brian turned towards the door, already running the angle through his mind. He slipped his camera back into its case, his thoughts drifting to the possibility of securing an exclusive. The potential for something beyond a simple article on Thomson was tantalising.

Wilkins watched as O’Brian walked away, the reporter’s focus fixed entirely on the new lead. As O’Brian made his way to the exit, Wilkins gave a final, stiff nod.

O’Brian stepped into the daylight outside, the warm mid-afternoon air heavy with the faint hum of city life. He climbed into his car, pulled out his notebook, and quickly jotted down:

“Daphne Crombie — 1447 Rosedale Lane.”

He murmured the address to himself as he started the engine. Reaching into a banker’s box on the passenger seat—filled with maps, papers, and other documents—he retrieved a well-worn copy of the Phone Directory for the Greater Toronto Area, a tool no journalist worth his salt would be without. Riffling through it frantically, his finger suddenly halted halfway down the fourth page under “C”.

He had a name. He had an address. And now, he had a phone number.

O’Brian was determined to discover exactly why this woman — and her painting — were so fiercely guarded.
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CHAPTER 2
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O’Brian rolled through the humid streets of suburban Toronto, one elbow hooked over the wheel, the other hand idly drumming against his thigh. The engine of his ageing sedan purred beneath him, steady as an old dog, while John Majhor’s voice crackled over the radio, teeing up Fleetwood Mac’s Dreams on 1050 CHUM. Stevie Nicks’ voice came in—smoke and silk—blending into the thick summer air, the only honest company he had.

At a red light, he leaned over and snagged his battered notebook from the passenger seat, flipping it open to the address he’d scrawled the day before.

Daphne Crombie — 1447 Rosedale Lane.

He stared at it for a moment, as though it might reveal something useful. It didn’t. The light changed. He tossed the notebook back, exhaled through his nose, and pressed on. Yet the name lingered in his mind, the mystery of the woman and her painting beginning to take shape in the quiet of the car.

Not that O’Brian was much for art—never had been—but even he knew Tom Thomson was a big deal. The guy was everywhere, his name passed around like a national heirloom. Canadians talked about him as though he’d painted the bloody flag. What O’Brian couldn’t grasp was why. What made this one dead artist worth all the fuss? More importantly, was there a story in it—something that might haul his career out of the ditch?

He ran it back in his mind as he drove, letting the details stack up: Wilkins shifting on his feet, his voice tightening at the mention of Crombie. And that painting still had him puzzled. He’d had the shots developed overnight at the paper and had sat staring at them over coffee that morning, trying to wring more meaning from them. Was there something he’d missed? Did the place in the painting even exist? And why on earth were the figures so small—barely more than shadows?

It was all still rattling around in his head when he found himself on a quiet, tree-lined street, far removed from the bustle of the city centre. The houses here were stately, if somewhat dated, with well-kept lawns and ivy creeping up the brick façades. O’Brian slowed as he reached the address, his eyes scanning the street for Number 1447.

The house stood as a quiet contradiction. A two-storey structure, modest in size yet carrying an air of old-world charm that defied the slow decay of time. Its exterior, though weathered, had been tended with care—paint fresh, windows clean, the small front porch standing sturdy against the years. It did not proclaim itself, did not demand attention, yet its presence was undeniable.

O’Brian pulled his car to the curb across the street, the tires crunching over loose gravel before settling into silence. He let the engine idle for a moment, his fingers drumming against the steering wheel as his gaze remained fixed on the house.

He drew a slow breath, rolling the thoughts around in his mind as he reached for his cigarette. The lighter flicked once, twice, before the flame caught. The familiar burn filled his lungs, steadying him for a moment. He exhaled, the smoke curling upwards, dissolving into the still afternoon air. The house remained unchanged, unmoving—waiting.

Outside, a faint breeze stirred the trees lining the street, their leaves rustling in hushed conversation. There was no movement behind the curtains that he could make out, no sign of life beyond the carefully tended flowerbeds and the old brass door knocker, polished to a muted gleam.

O’Brian took one last, deliberate drag on his cigarette, holding the smoke a second longer than necessary, before flicking the smouldering butt out of the window.

Then, without another thought, he cut the engine, pushed open the door, and stepped out into the waiting silence.

The neighbourhood had that late-afternoon stillness—the kind that made you feel as though you were walking through someone else’s dream. He crossed casually over to the house, his shoes grinding against the stone-chipped walkway, the sound sharp in the silence.

He checked his watch—three o’clock in the afternoon. The sun hung low, casting long shadows across the pavement and bathing everything in a warm, syrupy light. He took one last look at the house, sizing it up like a man about to sit an exam he hadn’t prepared for. Then he stepped forward and knocked—firm, deliberate—no point in hesitating now.

There was a long pause before the door creaked open, revealing an elderly woman. Her appearance stood in stark contrast to the modern world outside—her hair, white as snow, was neatly pinned back, and a pair of spectacles rested on the edge of her nose. Her sharp eyes studied O’Brian, though there was a certain wariness about her. A small chain fastened across the door created a barrier between them.

“Mrs. Crombie?” O’Brian kept his voice level, respectful—the way one speaks when unsure whether the door is about to be shut in one’s face. “Jeff O’Brian, Toronto Gazette. We spoke earlier?”

The woman neither blinked nor shifted. If she had been expecting him, she gave no sign. Her eyes travelled over him, slow and measured, as if checking for cracks.

“Do you have any identification?” she asked, her voice sharp and flat, as though she already doubted whatever he was selling.

O’Brian blinked.

“Seriously?”

She didn’t back away. She stared at him with such precision that it made him squirm, if only for a moment. With a faint sigh, O’Brian fumbled in his pocket and drew out his business card. It was a little creased from spending the day in his jacket, but he smoothed it flat and held it out to her.

She grimaced, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose with one bony finger, then peered at the card as though it were a prescription she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to fill. Her eyes moved slowly over the name, suspicion clinging to her like an old coat.

For a long moment, O’Brian simply stood there, the weight of her silence stretching out. At last, with a sigh that suggested she remained unconvinced but couldn’t be troubled to argue, she unhooked the chain and pulled the door open.

“Come in, then,” she said, her voice colder than the air that swept through the doorway.

O’Brian stepped into the house, his senses immediately assaulted by the scent of old wood, dust, and something else—something faintly sweet, like cinnamon. It was like stepping back in time. The furniture was all antique, with rich velvet cushions and polished wooden surfaces. Everything seemed to hold a story, but it was a story the house refused to share.

“Would you like a glass of iced Mr. O’Brian?” Mrs. Crombie asked, turning as she gestured towards the sitting room.

O’Brian’s brow furrowed for just a second.

“Only if it comes with a shot of single malt whisky in it.”

Mrs. Crombie fixed him with a look of disapproval, her mouth tightening slightly.

“Mmmm, iced tea,” O’Brian added quickly, his tone now dripping with mock sincerity. “Sure. That would be splendid.”

Mrs. Crombie, still wearing that look of stern disapproval, nodded and turned towards the kitchen.

O’Brian paused, his eyes roaming the room and settling on the walls. He had expected the usual mix of floral wallpaper and knick-knacks, yet instead the space was lined with paintings—everywhere. On the walls, on the tables. Some were framed, others not, but each seemed to have been placed with deliberate care.

O’Brian’s eyes moved along the walls as he stepped inside, his mind ticking over. He had seen Thomson’s work at the gallery, certainly, but standing here now, he couldn’t pick out a single one with any absolute confidence. The truth was, even if someone smacked him over the head with a genuine Tom Thomson, he would probably still need a label to know what he was looking at.

He wasn’t there yet—hadn’t spent enough time soaking in the man’s brushstrokes, his colours, whatever it was that made Canadians act as though he had painted the country into existence. He would get there, perhaps. But for now, all he had was a room full of paintings and a gut feeling that something about them mattered.

He glanced towards the doorway as Mrs. Crombie returned carrying a small tray, balancing two glasses of iced tea. She set it down on the coffee table and placed one of the glasses before him, along with a coaster.

“Here you are, Mr. O’Brian,” she said curtly.

“Thanks,” O’Brian said, though his mind had already wandered. His eyes had fallen upon a painting across the room, one he hadn’t noticed at first. A narrow path wound through dense forest, sunlight spilling in long, ghostly streaks between the trees. Something about it—peaceful yet weighty, as if it knew something he did not—made his stomach tighten. Was this the Thomson?

“Interesting,” he said, keeping his voice casual. “I was reading in the almanac—apparently, we haven’t had a summer like this since 1917. That was the year you met Tom Thomson, wasn’t it?”

Mrs. Crombie, halfway through setting her glass of iced tea onto a coaster, hesitated. Just for a second. Not much, but enough. She finished what she was doing, her fingers smoothing the condensation on the glass.

Yes,” she said at last, her voice far-off, as though the memory had drifted in from another room.

“In Algonquin Park.”

O’Brian’s interest was piqued.

“You met him in a park?”

“Algonquin Provincial Park,” she clarified. “There was a lodge there back then called Mowat Lodge, where we ‘city people’ would stay from time to time.”

O’Brian leaned forward slightly, intrigued by the simplicity of her words.

“That must have been an exciting time.”

Mrs. Crombie didn’t reply at once. Her eyes grew distant, as though the memories of that time had slipped away into some far-off place.

“Exciting?” she asked, as if the word meant nothing to her. “Yes. I suppose it was.”

O’Brian lifted the glass of iced tea in his left hand, offering Mrs. Crombie a slight nod of thanks, though his attention lingered on the walls. Once more, the paintings—they carried a stillness, a kind of weight that made the room feel denser, as though the very air had thickened.

The liquid touched his tongue, bitter and unfamiliar. He rolled it around slowly, as though searching for something within it—a flavour, a memory, an understanding. But it yielded nothing. He set the glass down with deliberate care upon the wooden surface of the table. He was sure he would not be taking another sip.

His gaze lifted, drawn once more to Mrs. Crombie. She sat across from him, the quiet architecture of her presence steady and unmoving. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap, fingers lightly interwoven, the faintest tension in the way they rested—as though containing something just beneath the surface.

He let the silence settle for a moment before shifting gears.

“I thought you had a ... don’t you have an original Thomson?”

That caught her attention.

“I do,” she said at last, her voice even.

His curiosity sharpened. He leaned forward slightly, eyes narrowing.

“Which one?” His tone remained light, but the question carried weight.

He gestured towards the painting of the forest path, the one that had caught his attention earlier.

“That one?”

Mrs. Crombie released a quiet sigh—the kind that carried years, perhaps even decades, of something unspoken.

“No,” she said softly. “That’s not it.”

Slowly, she turned, her back straightening as though a thread had been pulled taut. For a moment, she said nothing. Then, without a word, she rose from the chair and walked towards a nearby closet, her soft footfalls the only sound upon the worn floorboards.

O’Brian watched as she wrapped her fingers around the door handle and eased it open, the wood groaning under the strain. She reached into the closet and pulled out a blanket, unfolding it carefully with a practised hand.

“I keep my Thomson right here,” she said simply.

She pulled back the old blanket, revealing the painting beneath, and O’Brian’s eyes locked onto it immediately. Small—perhaps ten inches tall, eight wide—painted on a wooden panel. A winding path cut through a snow-laden forest; the trees bent under the weight of winter. The trail itself felt like an invitation, though to what, he wasn’t sure. Something peaceful. Something lonely. Perhaps both.

It was simple, nothing flashy, but it had something—that quiet, effortless pull. And now, for the first time, he could see it. The brushwork, the way the colours layered over one another—it was familiar. He was starting to recognise what made a Thomson a Thomson.

He let out a short breath, half disbelief, half amusement.

“You keep your Tom Thomson wrapped up in a blanket in your wardrobe?”

Mrs. Crombie’s expression remained unchanged. Her voice did too.

“Yes. I do.”

O’Brian glanced back at the painting, then at her. He hadn’t meant to ask, but the question had already escaped before he could stop it.

“Why?” He gestured vaguely towards the front of the house. “I mean, if I had a Thomson—which on my salary isn’t happening anytime soon—I’d have it right by the door. First thing people see when they walk in.”

Mrs. Crombie sighed, as though the very act of explaining herself was something she had long avoided.

"Because my house was broken into two years ago. The thieves took my china, my curtains, a colour television set, and several items that belonged to my mother—things that were very valuable to me."

O’Brian’s eyes widened as he processed her words.

"But they left the Thomson?"

"Yes," she said, a bitter edge creeping into her voice. "It was an omission that I’m sure won’t be repeated in the future, so I now keep this painting somewhere thieves aren’t likely to forage for treasure, Mr. O’Brian. In an ‘old lady’s’ closet—and under a blanket that’s about as old as she is."

O’Brian felt a fleeting sympathy for the woman, but he quickly masked it with an easy grin.

"You really should have this displayed in a gallery or something."

Mrs. Crombie’s expression was sharp, and she fixed her gaze on him.

"This painting is a part of my life—not anyone else’s."

Something in the room had shifted—something small, almost imperceptible, yet it was there, settling into the quiet space between them. O’Brian leaned forward slightly, his voice careful but steady.

“May I have a look at it?”

Mrs. Crombie regarded him for a long moment, her expression unreadable, then gave a slight nod.

“Certainly, Mr. O’Brian. After all, I’m sure this is why you came to see me.”

She moved with a slow, deliberate grace, as if handling something far more fragile than wood and paint. And perhaps it was. When she extended the painting towards him, her hands remained firm, fingers curled around the edges, as though reluctant to let it go.

O’Brian reached out, his fingers brushing against the cool, semi-smooth surface of the panel. The texture surprised him—not quite rough, not quite polished, something in between, as if it had settled into its own existence over time. He turned it gently, angling it towards the light, letting his eyes take in every inch.

Then he saw it.

The signature. Incised into the bottom-left corner of the painting. Not written, not painted, but carved—etched into the surface with something sharp, something crude.

“He signed it,” O’Brian murmured, though the words felt less like a discovery and more like an echo of something already known.

“Yes,” Mrs. Crombie replied, her voice carrying a quiet certainty. “I asked him to. He used a nail to incise his signature.”

The weight of it settled over him then—not just the object in his hands, but the history woven into it. A moment frozen, trapped beneath layers of oil and pigment, captured in the stroke of a blade against the wood. A signature that was less a mark of ownership and more a testament to presence. Proof that he had been here. That despite the wind, the water, and the years that had passed, something of him remained.

O’Brian ran his thumb lightly along the edge of the panel, feeling the ridges, the imperfections, the pulse of something old yet still very much alive.

He felt something stirring within him. There was a certain weight to this piece—a significance that transcended its straightforward depiction of a wintry path.

“Interesting,” O’Brian murmured, more to himself than to Mrs. Crombie. “So, you won’t let a gallery have it because it’s personal, and they’re a bunch of unfeeling mercenaries.”

He paused, considering something. Then he asked,

"How much did you pay Thomson for it? Can you remember?"

Mrs. Crombie looked at him, unfazed by the question. “He gave it to me."

O’Brian blinked. "Gave it to you?"

"Yes. He often gave away his paintings," she said matter-of-factly.

"He gave me this at Mowat Lodge in the spring of 1917—or early summer. I can’t recall exactly. Anyway, he told me that this particular one was ‘the year’s best.’"

O’Brian’s lips quirked slightly as he surveyed the painting once more.

"It must have been a slow year."

Mrs. Crombie stiffened, but only slightly. It was the kind of reaction that might have gone unnoticed by someone less attuned to the subtle language of discomfort. Her voice, when she finally spoke, was even, measured.

"I wouldn’t know, Mr. O’Brian. But then, I’m not a Tom Thomson expert. I was just a friend."

Just a friend.

The words lingered in the air, carrying more weight than they seemed to on the surface. A friend might know more than an expert in ways that truly mattered. A friend might see what an expert, bound by the constraints of analysis and historical revision, could never grasp.

“All right,” O’Brian said, his mind already moving forward. “I need to get a photograph of you with your painting.”

Before Mrs. Crombie could respond, he was on his feet. The camera felt natural in his hands, an extension of himself—a tool for preservation, for truth—or at least for capturing the moment before it slipped away. He framed the shot quickly, working by instinct rather than calculation, letting his eye find the composition before his mind had time to interfere.

Click.

The shutter snapped with quiet precision. The first image was static, almost too composed.

Click.

Another. A slight change in angle.

Click. Click. Click. Click.

Six shots in total. Each was a variation on the same reality, but slightly different—like fragments of a truth that could only be understood when viewed from multiple perspectives.

“That’s great,” O’Brian said, lowering the camera and snapping the case shut with the efficiency of someone who had done this a thousand times before. Then, without thinking—without filtering—he blurted out, “I’ll bet this painting is worth a fortune.”

The words hung in the air—too blunt, too direct—but they were out now, impossible to take back.

Mrs. Crombie didn’t react immediately. Her hands remained steady, gripping the edges of the board, the slight pressure of her fingers digging into the aged wooden panel. She was holding on—not just physically, but in some deeper way, as if the act of touching it were a tether to something long past.

The silence between them was palpable, filled only by the slow, methodical ticking of the clock in the other room—a sound so constant, so ordinary, that it had faded into the background of existence, until a moment like this, when everything else was so still that it became the only thing left.

Tick. A second passed. Tick. Another. The weight of time pressed forward, indifferent to what had come before.

O’Brian let his gaze drift back to Thomson’s signature on the painting. It was small but deliberate, carved with the crude precision of necessity rather than flourish. It was unlike most signatures—no sweeping brushstrokes, no elegant cursive proclaiming ownership. This was something else entirely: a mark left behind, not for recognition, but for permanence.

“And he signed it, too," O’Brian said, his voice low, as if speaking any louder might disturb something delicate. "I’m told that’s quite rare."

The words hung there, suspended between them.

Rare. The word carried different meanings depending on who spoke it and who heard it. Rare like an artist’s personal touch on a work meant for the world, or rare like an artefact unearthed too late, long after those who understood its full significance were gone.

His thoughts shifted again, the pieces in his mind rearranging themselves, settling into new patterns.

Mrs. Crombie turned and moved with slow deliberation—her steps measured, her hands careful as she drew the painting close and carried it back to the closet. There was something ritualistic in the way she rewrapped it in its blanket, as though preserving not just the artwork itself but everything it carried—its history, its weight, the silent truths woven into its pigments. The closet door closed with a soft yet resolute click.

O’Brian observed in silence. He could feel the finality of the gesture. She was setting it aside—not out of disregard, but because whatever needed to be said about it had already been spoken, at least for now.

While she busied herself with the task, O’Brian reached for his briefcase. The leather was cool beneath his fingertips, smooth yet worn—an object that, like its owner, had endured years of handling, years of stories pressed into its creases. With a quiet click, the latch gave way, and he lifted the lid. Inside, the stack of photographs lay in waiting.

By the time Mrs. Crombie returned to her chair across from him, the photographs were already in his hands. The coffee table stood between them, an unspoken boundary. O’Brian didn’t hesitate—he placed the first photograph on the table, then another, and another, spreading them out like fragments of a mosaic waiting to be pieced together.

Mrs. Crombie’s hands, which had handled the painting with such care just moments before, remained still. She didn’t reach for the photographs, didn’t react. Her fingers, once gripping the edges of the board like a lifeline, now rested lightly in her lap, motionless.

Now, here’s something," O’Brian began. "I was at the gallery the other day and took some shots of another painting Thomson did. I’ll preface this by saying I’m not a Thomson fan, but something about this particular painting struck me as odd. It’s called, uh, ‘Larry Dixon’s Cabin,’ painted during the spring of 1917—the same time yours was."

He passed her the photograph of the painting that had so intrigued him. Mrs. Crombie’s eyes widened in shock, her hands trembling slightly as she took the image from him.

“It’s been years since I’ve seen this,” she whispered, her voice trailing off as she turned her attention back to the photo.

“You’ve seen this before?” he asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

“Yes,” she replied softly, her gaze still fixed on the photograph.

O’Brian pressed on, attempting to draw out more details.

“Great! I’m hoping you can tell me something about it. Like I said, I’m not a Thomson fan, but that painting has ... something about it. It just looks so cold and ominous—an afternoon I wouldn’t want to spend outside in for very long.”

Mrs. Crombie didn’t answer immediately. Her eyes remained fixed on the photograph, her expression distant. She seemed to be struggling against memories rising to the surface—memories she perhaps wasn’t quite ready to face.

Finally, she spoke, her voice low, almost to herself.

"He would have appreciated your sentiments, Mr. O’Brian. It’s a painting Tom did of a path that ran in front of a guide’s cabin on the shore of Canoe Lake."

“Um-hmm. I suppose it’s all grown over now. Anyway, I’d like to get some of your comments on Thomson, to accompany the photograph of your painting. You know, what he was like, how he came to give the painting to you—that sort of thing.”

Mrs. Crombie didn’t look at him. Instead, she remained fixated on the photograph. O’Brian noticed her fingers trembling.

“Tell me,” he asked, “what comes to mind when you look at this painting? What do you see? What thoughts arise?”

Mrs. Crombie’s eyes, fixed intently on the photograph of Larry Dixon’s cabin, began to cloud, her focus drifting inward. She stared at the painted path, the two women walking in front of a cabin set back in the distance, the blue of the lake stretching cold and silent behind them. The crisp blue of the water was too clear—almost painfully so—and the snow-covered ground heightened the starkness of the scene. There was something in the figures, too, something unnerving in their stillness.

From her point of view, she saw the cabin in the background—an inconspicuous detail that seemed, in her mind, to dominate the painting, as if it were somehow at the centre of the frozen landscape. But it wasn’t the cabin that drew her attention—it was the two figures on the path. They seemed too real. Too alive, for a moment frozen in time. Her eyes remained fixed on them.

A rising sense of fear stirred in her, something deep in her gut that clenched as she studied the figures more closely. They were too vivid, too present, and her mind flashed to something—a voice inside her head, barely a whisper at first, like a memory struggling to surface.

Owed money. She was pregnant. Needed a new suit. Hit him! Hide him in the lake!

The voice grew louder in her head, more frantic, rising in volume and intensity, until it became a harsh whisper—almost deafening against the silence of the room.

Mrs. Crombie dropped the photograph, her hand shaking violently. She stepped back, her breath catching in her throat. The photograph fluttered to the floor, landing beside her feet with a soft rustle.

She turned towards O’Brian, panic flooding her face. Her eyes were wide, filled with a mixture of blind fear and rising fury.

“Get out!” she cried, her voice trembling, yet strong with a force that seemed to shake the room. “Get out of my house!”

O’Brian, taken aback by the sudden outburst, stood frozen for a moment, confusion etched across his face. He didn’t know how to respond. He had been questioning her about a painting that had unsettled him, pressing her, trying to get more—but this... this was something else entirely.

“Get out!” Mrs. Crombie repeated, her voice now sharp and frantic, urging him away. Her eyes locked onto him as though he were the source of all that was wrong.

Startled, the journalist bolted upright, instinctively backing towards the door. His hand knocked into a lamp, which toppled with a soft crash. He barely noticed, his mind still processing the raw fear in Mrs. Crombie’s eyes.

"I'm going," O’Brian said quickly, his voice rising slightly in a mix of surprise and caution. "I’m going. Take a pill, lady!"

"Get out of my house!" Mrs. Crombie screamed, her voice breaking.

O’Brian, now fully alert, grabbed his belongings quickly, still half-processing the outburst. His eyes darted to the photograph on the floor, lying where it had fallen. He glanced at it, considering whether to pick it up, but Mrs. Crombie’s words were clear: get out.

"Do you want me
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