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Chapter One







Maggie walked toward the weathered gray cottage with her precious photo canvas held high. Distressed shrieks and croaks made her stop to listen. The door  was  flung  open.  As  she  peered  above  her  canvas,  a  hooded  and masked figure ran out, holding Lulu, an African gray parrot, by her paws. 

She  flapped  her  wings  and  screeched  as  if  she  were  trying  to  escape  his hold. 

“Ow, you b…” the individual shouted as the parrot bore its beak into his hand. 

He grasped the bird violently by its neck. Lulu was in danger. Maggie thrust her canvas in front of the pair. The figure tripped. The bird escaped, puncturing  a  hole  through  its  own  image  on  the  photo,  as  if  it  had  flown away  from  the  arm  of  its  mistress,  where  it  had  been  sitting  happily  for Maggie’s pet-and-owner portrait. Maggie ran after the figure, briefly hoping to  catch  a  view  of  a  distinctive  feature,  but  the  blue  hoodie  and  its inhabitant sped off like a chased hare and disappeared into the bush. 

“Hellllp… Helllp…” 

The  calls  seemed  to  come  from  inside  the  house.  Maggie  dropped everything to the ground and ran in. She skidded on the nuts and pellets of food that were scattered across the entrance hall. She held on to the ball of the banister to avoid Ms. Rigby’s prone form lying on the floor. Lulu lifted an  arm  by  its  sleeve  then  let  it  drop  and  ran  to  the  face,  as  if  she  were checking whether she had managed to waken her mistress. Maggie let out a sigh of relief, feeling a faint pulse in the old woman’s neck. 

“Holly, can you hear me?’

Lulu hopped onto Maggie’s shoulder. “Hellp… Hellp…” 

“Shh,  Lulu,  calm  down.  I  can’t  help  her  if  you  shout  in  my  ear  like that.” 

Maggie gently put her sweater against Holly’s head wound to stop the bleeding with one hand while searching her pocket for her phone. “Phone…

Where is my phone now, argh.” 

Lulu flew away and was back with a handset dangling from a string. 

“What  a  clever  bird.  Oh  no,  look  at  you.”  Maggie  gently  lifted  the feathers to see where the blood was coming from. “One of your tail feathers is broken. If only I could’ve seen who did it!” 

After  calling  for  an  ambulance  and  the  police,  Maggie  picked  the knitted  shawl  from  the  flowery  armchair  in  the  living  room  and  covered Holly with it. She spoke to the unconscious woman just in case she could hear  her  but  also  to  calm  herself  down.  “The  ambulance  will  be  here  any minute, Holly, you’ll be fine. Don’t worry about Lulu. I’ll take care of her, like I promised you.” 

Only  two  weeks  ago,  an  intended  short  portrait  session  of  Holly  and Lulu had turned into an entire afternoon. Maggie’s soft side for parrots took over completely when Lulu played with her curls, delicately running them through  her  beak  as  if  she  were  combing  them.  The  old  lady  was  so delighted with the sight that she announced Lulu had chosen Maggie as her new  owner  should  something  happen  to  Holly  herself.  Lulu  had  done  the same  to  Holly  when  her  husband  first  introduced  her  to  his  young  parrot. 

He  had  made  it  clear  that  Lulu  had  to  approve  their  marriage  because  he trusted her judgment of character, aside from her possessiveness. 

Maggie gently stroked Holly’s face with the back of her fingers, hoping she  would  regain  consciousness,  while  doing  the  same  to  Lulu  with  her other hand to calm her down. Maggie had been a regular visitor to Holly’s convenience  store  when  she  was  a  little  girl,  the  only  one  in  Foxton  that sold  her  favorite  licorice  shoelaces.  When  Maggie’s  mother  had  her  back turned, Holly would signal to Maggie to pick one from the jar. 

The  siren  blared  louder  and  louder.  Maggie  attempted  to  whisk  a reluctant  Lulu  into  her  cage.  Impossible.  She  picked  up  Lulu’s  stand  and reached for the dangling piece of leather that was tethered to the post. It was now  too  short  to  tie  it  with  a  knot  to  the  strap  on  her  paw  because  it  had

been  cut.  At  the  sound  of  the  doorbell,  the  bird  announced,  “Whooo’s  it, whoos’it…” 

“Sergeant Humphries and the ambulance crew,” a deep voice resonated behind the door. 

In  a  wink  of  an  eye,  Sergeant  Humphries  cast  a  tall  shadow  above Maggie and Holly. Not for long—Lulu flew to his head, claws out, taking his cap with her. This wasn’t a game, given her loud screeches. 

“Get this bird off me!” the sergeant shouted, protecting his eyes with his arms as Lulu flew away with his cap to one side of the room. 

Worried  about  Holly,  Maggie  ignored  the  sergeant’s  overreaction  to guide the paramedics to the more pressing victim. “I think she either fell on her  head  or  the  burglar  hit  her.  She’s  breathing  but  hasn’t  regained consciousness since I’ve been here.” 

“How long ago was that?” the paramedic asked. 

“Maybe  fifteen  minutes  or  more.  I  don’t  know  when  she  fell.  I  only arrived fifteen minutes ago, but the bleeding seems to have stopped.” 

“Are you related?” the woman asked while she examined Holly. 

Sergeant Humphries replied instead, his eyes still riveted on Lulu, who watched him with her piercing yellow left eye and bobbed up and down on her  high  perch.  “No,  this  is  Maggie  Flanagan.”  He  turned  around  to  face Maggie,  which  allowed  Lulu  to  attempt  to  remove  the  badge  off  his  cap now that he wasn’t looking at her. “You’d better have a good explanation for your presence here, Ms. Flanagan. I no longer believe in coincidences. 

Every time I’m called out, I find you on the scene.” 

Sergeant  Humphries’s  raised  voice  and  gesticulation  were  enough  for Lulu to hop to a higher spoke on the parrot coat stand to launch herself like a bullet toward Humphries’s shiny scalp. This time, Maggie, who had kept an  eye  on  her,  caught  hold  of  her,  but  not  before  Lulu  had  left  behind  a nasty gash on his scalp. 

“Lock  this  wild  animal  away.  It  must  be  the  culprit.”  He  cradled  his head with his hand, blood running down his nose. 

“She’s all right normally. I think she had a shock because of the burglar who tried to steal her. Or maybe she doesn’t like uniforms…” Maggie said, holding a flapping Lulu tight by the legs. “I’ll put her in my car.” 

“Just get it out of here. I don’t care where you put it.” 

The second paramedic attempted to take a look at the sergeant’s scalp but was rebuffed. “It’s fine, take care of Ms. Rigby.” 

After advising him that he might need stitches at the hospital, the pair of paramedics lifted the old lady onto a stretcher and left. Maggie followed the stretcher, which seemed to appease Lulu a little until her mistress was slid into the ambulance without her. 

“It’s  all  right,  Lulu,  I’m  here,”  Maggie  said  in  the  calmest  voice  she could muster. Lulu’s wing feathers brushed against her face, forcing Maggie to close her eyes tight just in case Lulu had other ideas with her sharp beak. 

She felt with her free hand for the door handle of her father’s old pick-up truck she had fondly named Big Jay. She slid her arm inside the cabin and let go of Lulu’s paws while pulling her arm out as fast as she could. 

It  worked,  only  just.  Lulu  was  ferocious,  clawing  at  the  car  window. 

“Be  a  good  girl  and  please  don’t  take  it  out  on  my  car…”  Maggie  said, counting the new scratches on the dashboard. 

She ran back to the house, jumping over her canvas that was still lying across  the  lawn.  Sergeant  Humphries  must’ve  gone  upstairs  to  the bathroom to tend to his wound , thought Maggie. Realizing that she hadn’t checked  the  house  for  another  intruder,  she  called  out,  “Sergeant Humphries, are you up there?” 

No response. Maggie tiptoed up the stairs, her back against the wall. A hard  object  dug  into  her  side.  Under  her  heightened  emotion,  she  spun around  and  only  just  managed  to  catch  a  heavy  oil  painting  in  a  frilly golden  frame.  Placing  it  on  the  landing,  she  glanced  at  the  man  sitting  in front  of  a  triangular-shaped  tent  with  a  bird  on  his  shoulder.  It  was  an African  gray  just  like  Lulu.  The  painting  had  the  allure  of  an  expedition portrait,  the  man  alone  in  a  vast  landscape  of  hills  covered  in  a  sea  of  fir trees and nearby frothy river. It reminded her of pictures she had seen of the Yukon. 

As she squatted in front of the painting, a door swung open just to her right, hitting her shoulder. Maggie, nose to belly with Sergeant Humphries, looked up at his right hand clasping his gun. It was such a tiny space for the two  of  them  and  the  portrait  that  the  sergeant  retreated  back  into  the bathroom.  A  drop  of  blood  slid  down  his  round  forehead  before  being sponged up by his right unruly eyebrow. 

“Ms.  Flanagan,  what  are  you  doing  here?  Sneaking  up  on  me?  I could’ve hurt you,” the sergeant said. 

Maggie jumped to her feet. “You’re still bleeding. Let me have a look at your  wound.  I’ve  got  my  first  responder  training,  don’t  worry.”  She approached, ready to inspect his scalp. 

“It’s fine.” He brushed his eyebrow with the back of his hand, oblivious to  the  amount  of  blood  that  had  transferred  to  his  hairy  hand.  “Have  you secured that bird?” 

“Yes,  yes,  she’s  in  my  car.”  Worried,  she  glanced  at  the  crimson bandage that contrasted with his ashen face. “But you—” 

He wobbled, his big frame leaning dangerously toward her. In a flash, she dragged him down with her to sit on the floor. “Sit. You’re fainting. Let me look at it.” 

The order worked. Humphries slid down his back against the bathroom wall,  dropping  his  gun  in  the  process.  “I  do  feel  a  little  lightheaded,”  he said, limp like a rag doll propped up against a wall. 

“Let me look at it.” Maggie rose to her feet. She was just at the right height to examine his smooth scalp. “Not that bad, but I’d disinfect it and put a few of my sterile strips as stitches if you insist you don’t want to see a doctor.” 

His strong hand gripped her wrist. “You mentioned a burglar?” 

“Yes, that’s right, but whoever it was is gone and was after Lulu.” 

“Lulu?” 

“The parrot.” Maggie’s heart raced. “Oh no, I put her in my car. What if he returned and stole her!” 

Sergeant  Humphries  rolled  onto  his  knees,  lifting  his  heavy  frame slowly, but Maggie gently pushed him down. “I need to get my first-aid bag anyway. You stay here.” Without waiting for a reply, she dashed down the narrow stairwell, catching herself on the ball of the banister to avoid falling on the debris scattered all over. 

Although  it  wasn’t  a  pretty  sight,  she  was  relieved  to  see  Lulu assiduously attacking her front seat with her claws, followed by her beak, having already removed some of the rubber from her side window. Lulu’s crest rose when Maggie approached the window. “Lulu, calm down. I know it’s all so terrible for you. Shhht.” 

The bird stopped pecking at the steering wheel and tilted her head, one yellow  eye  blinking  at  Maggie.  Maggie  slid  into  the  front  seat.  “Don’t worry,  I  just  need  to  take  my  first  aid.”  Lulu  had  migrated  to  the  farthest corner possible in the small cab, her feathers blown up as if it were minus thirty degrees. “I’m not going to touch you…yet.” 

Maggie  pulled  out  some  cotton  balls  from  the  red  case.  “Here,  let  out your  frustration  on  this.  Not  the  car…”  If  only  she  could  remember  the magic words Holly said to calm Lulu. She also said it when she left Lulu alone in the house for an errand. “Yes, that’s it, I know.” Having managed to  slip  out  of  the  car,  with  the  door  slightly  ajar,  Maggie  tried  to  imitate Holly’s stern but tender voice. “Who’s a good girl? Who’s a good girrrl?” 

From a messy-looking bird, Lulu’s sleek body was back, her keen eye scrutinizing  Maggie  as  if  she  were  checking  how  she  knew  their  secret code.  It  only  worked  briefly,  though;  it  was  impossible  to  fool  Lulu.  As soon as Maggie closed the car door and turned her back, she heard Lulu’s anger as she poked the window with her beak. Lulu would have to wait. 

Sergeant Humphries was no longer in the bathroom, where Maggie had left him. “Sergeant Humphries!” she shouted across the house. 

Maggie followed the muffled voice to the living room, where Sergeant Humphries lay on the couch. He wiped his forehead. “Better take a look at it then, now that you have your kit with you.” 

Maggie  had  just  opened  her  well-stocked  first-aid  case  when  he  said with a small smile, “It’s what I call a mobile clinic.” 

Her first-aid kit was indeed on the large side, perhaps a little over the top.  She  nodded.  “I  believe  in  being  well  prepared  for  my  photo  safaris when  I  take  clients  with  me.  Remember  our  adventure  in  the  fishing lodge?” 

“How  could  I  forget  that  one?  Aside  from  it  being  my  dad’s  birthday, everywhere you go, someone dies. Come to think of it—” 

Before  Sergeant  Humphries  could  delve  further  into  such  thoughts, Maggie interrupted him. “I’ll clean up the wound and put those Steri-Strips over it.” She handed him a sealed packet. 

“Fine. Be quick, my constable should arrive at any time.” 

“Will  it  be  Constable  Raj  Gupta?”  Maggie  asked,  hoping  to  see  her friend instead of the new constable she heard had joined. 

The sergeant nodded and jerked his head away when she put a little too much pressure on one of the strips. 

“Sorry, it’s done, you’re taped up. Poor Ms. Rigby, I hope she’ll be all right. She’s such a lovely person. I used to visit her store when I was a kid, but I never really spoke with her then, only two weeks ago when I took her picture. Did you know her well?” 

“Yes, we all did in Foxton. Pity, I liked her convenience store. Before Heidi  set  up  her  restaurant,  the  Horizon  Cafe,  we  only  had  one  place  we could get butter tarts. That was on Saturday. Ms. Rigby used to bake a batch in the morning. Have you had any of those?” 

“No.” She inspected her work and said, “I’d still get a doctor to look at it to be safe. They might recommend taking antibiotics as a precaution.” 

Sergeant  Humphries  tapped  his  head.  “I’m  feeling  fine.  Right.”  He examined  Maggie’s  work  in  the  old  cracked  mirror  above  Lulu’s  fancy birdcage before fitting his cap carefully onto his head. It had resisted Lulu’s beak only because she hadn’t had time to tear it to pieces. His moustache drooped  down  as  he  flicked  the  bars  of  the  cage  with  his  finger,  as  if  he wanted  to  check  its  solidity.  “Did  you  see  the  burglar  take  anything  else with him aside from the bird?” 

Maggie  shook  her  head.  “I  didn’t  see  much,  just  someone  run  out.  It happened so fast. He might’ve had things in his pockets.” 

“So you identified it was a man? Did you see his face?” 

“I think I saw a face. No, it wasn’t a face.” 

“Make up your mind, did you see his face or not?” 

“Sort of, now I remember. I saw a mask of a bearded man, that’s it!” 

“A bearded mask. Never heard of that!” 

“Yes, a printout of a face on a balaclava. I noticed it because when the bird  bit  him,  the  expression  on  the  face  didn’t  change  while  I  heard  a shout.” 

“Was it a man’s voice?” 

“I don’t really know. Sorry… I’m not very helpful.” 

The sergeant combed his moustache with his thumb and index finger as if he were thinking very hard. Maggie didn’t dare to interrupt his thought process.  She  quietly  inspected  the  parrot  cage,  wondering  whether  she would need help to carry it. It was so big that it might not even fit through the living room door. 

The  sergeant  had  taken  out  his  note  pad  and  was  scribbling  on  it, seemingly ignoring her when he pointed to the cage with his pen. “That’s where that bird should be. I don’t want anyone else hurt.” 

“I  agree.  I  promised  Ms.  Rigby  to  look  after  her  bird  if  something happened to her. Is it all right if I take the cage with me, together with some toys and bird food? I don’t want to touch what might be evidence…” 

“That’s fine. It’s a case of theft gone wrong. Nothing more for me here until we speak to Ms. Rigby and her lodger, when we catch him. It’s always the closest one I suspect. I’ve had my suspicions about him before.” 

“Her lodger? I didn’t meet anyone. Who is it?” 

Maggie had seen a second pair of boots in the entrance that were far too big for Ms. Rigby and for the person she had seen running away. 

“A mechanic, not a local in any case.” 

“Oh, I haven’t met him yet. Although Barrie did mention he was trying out a new mechanic to help him out with his garage.” 

Barrie had become a good friend. He had repaired the yellow plane she inherited  from  her  father.  He  wasn’t  always  a  good  judge  of  character,  at least with regards to girls who would be a good fit with him. Maybe it was the same for employees. 

Sergeant  Humphries  blew  between  his  teeth  as  he  checked  his  watch. 

“Gupta should be getting here by now. I want to go to the garage as soon as he arrives. Pick up whatever you need while I’m here. I want to inspect it before it leaves the house.” 

Maggie hastily carried the cage out with the help of the sergeant and ran back in to pick up the toys. She bundled them into the forget-me-not flower patterned cloth she had seen Holly use to cover the cage. She searched for the  kitchen  door  to  get  the  bird’s  food.  The  last  door  she  opened  was  the correct one. 

A gush of cold air hit her face. She ran to the second door of the kitchen leading  to  the  garden  to  close  it  but  stopped  short,  thinking  she  should notify the sergeant that this might have been how the thief entered, although she  could  see  no  sign  of  break-in.  When  she  turned  around  to  call  the sergeant,  no  words  came  out  of  her  mouth.  She  wasn’t  prepared  for  the spectacle…





 









Chapter Two







Next to the bright blue table, stretched the length of it and beyond, lay the lanky  body  of  a  man.  He  was  dead.  No  pulse.  As  soon  as  the  knot  in Maggie’s  throat  cleared,  she  shouted,  “Sergeant  Humphries,  come  in  the kitchen. I might’ve found her lodger…” 

Sergeant  Humphries  wouldn’t  be  able  to  hear  her.  What  was  she thinking? The last she had seen him was next to his car, speaking on his radio. Maggie stood up and wiped her hands on her trousers at the thought of her fingerprints all over the kitchen door. She nearly picked up a towel to wipe them off but used her shirt instead. It wasn’t the first time that she had stumbled upon a body and a potential crime scene. 

From the entrance door, Maggie waved to the sergeant to come in just as Constable Raj Gupta pulled in. “Sergeant, there’s a bod—” 

“What?” the sergeant bellowed. “A body!” He threw the radio receiver into his car and gestured to his constable to follow him, fast. He held on to his belt as he ran toward Maggie. After only a dozen steps, gasping for his breath,  he  shouted,  “Gupta,  what’s  taking  you  so  long?  Call  an ambulance.” 

“But Sergeant, I thought you already had called one. Is Ms. Rigby still there?” his constable said, having caught up with him. 

Seeing  the  sergeant  was  still  unable  to  speak  without  coughing  and wheezing  from  the  effort,  Maggie  replied,  “I  just  found  a  body  in  the

kitchen. I couldn’t feel a pulse.” 

Constable Raj Gupta, with whom Maggie got along very well, caught up  with  her  and  whispered  in  her  ear.  “Maggie,  not  again.  How  do  you manage it? Please let us deal with it this time.” 

The  constable  and  Sergeant  Humphries  both  squeezed  through  the entrance door at the same time. 

“Eh,  sir,”  Raj  said,  “if  the  person  needs  CPR,  I’ve  just  received  the training. Maybe it’s best if you call—” 

“Constable, you’re not here to question my orders. Is that understood?” 

Sergeant Humphries said, his face a few inches from his constable’s. 

Raj nodded. “Yes, sir.” He radioed for an ambulance. 

“What  are  you  doing,  Gupta?  Go  check  the  body.  I’ll  call.”  Sergeant Humphries groaned as he unhooked his radio from his shoulder clip. “Why can’t you listen!” 

Maggie knelt next to the man’s head, her two fingers on the letters A and R tattooed along the carotid artery on his long neck. “Sergeant, is he Barrie’s new mechanic?” she asked while Raj took over from her. 

“No,”  Raj  replied.  “I’ve  only  seen  him  from  a  distance,  but  it’s definitely not him. This man is a lot skinnier. This poor guy is dead. I don’t feel any pulse either, Sergeant.” 

“But then the person I saw stealing Lulu could’ve been the mechanic,” 

Maggie  said,  only  to  dismiss  the  thought.  “Although  if  it  were  him,  it’s unlikely Lulu would be so aggressive, since he was living here and saw her every day. In any case, Lulu bit the burglar really badly when she escaped from his grip. That’s the only distinctive feature I have for him.” 

“It has to be the lodger. I knew it. It’s nearly always the insiders in the case  of  robberies,”  the  sergeant  said,  pursing  his  lips.  “Quick,  we  need someone to go to the garage, but I fear he won’t be there anymore.” 

“Barrie’s currently working on Indira’s car,” Raj said. “I’ll give him a call. If his mechanic is with him, he can find an excuse to keep him there. 

As you always say, Sergeant, best to let the suspect think we aren’t on to them until we’ve got evidence. Right?” 

“We need to investigate this death. I leave it up to you to bring in the suspect  this  time.  I  want  to  question  this  mechanic  later  at  the  station. 

Meanwhile, I’ll inspect the house for clues. I want to make sure it’s just a burglary  gone  wrong.  And  don’t  mess  it  up.  I’m  giving  you  a  chance  to

show me what I’ve taught you. Besides, you like running.” With a wicked grin, the sergeant added, “I bet you he’ll be one of those rabbits that need chasing.” 

“Yes, sir.” Raj squeezed past Maggie out of the kitchen. 

Maggie  pitied  Raj,  secretly  wishing  that  the  sergeant  would  do  the running for once. He was so out of shape that even she might outrun him. 

The  ambulance  was  in  hearing  distance,  so  Maggie  grasped  the opportunity  to  ask  the  sergeant,  “Do  you  think  he  was  murdered?  From what  I  saw,  it  looks  like  he  tripped  on  the  nuts  and  knocked  his  head  on the…”  Maggie  was  about  to  explain  she  had  seen  a  tea  towel  pulled together with its rack off the cabinet next to the body, as if he had tried to slow his fall by grabbing it. 

“Murdered?  He  could’ve  been  by  that  vicious  bird—yes.  A  true possibility, if you ask me. Just like with me, the bird went for his head, he fell  down  and  hit  his  head  while  trying  to  shield  himself  from  it.  Why would  he  have  his  arm  above  his  head  otherwise?”  Sergeant  Humphries replied, touching the top of his cap with a wince. 

“Maybe, although he might’ve tried to hang on to the hook and towel to  stop  his  fall,”  Maggie  insisted.  “His  right  arm  was  dragged  above  his head as he fell down, the hook having broken off, and he didn’t use it to cushion his fall on the floor. Did you see any wound?” she asked, staying out  of  the  sergeant’s  way  as  she  attempted  to  reach  an  open  closet  with bags  depicting  birds  on  them,  thinking  it  had  to  be  Lulu’s  cupboard  of goodies. 

She was too short to reach it without stepping on the body or touching the sergeant. It was such a tiny kitchen. She stretched her arm up as far as she could but quickly lowered it under the thunderbolt that struck her from the sergeant’s eyes. 

“Sorry.  I  guess  I  can’t  take  any  of  Lulu’s  food  then…if  it’s  a  crime scene. I can hear footsteps,” Maggie stammered. “I’ll get out of your way if you don’t need me for questioning.” 

“Yes,  out.  Out!”  Sergeant  Humphries  pointed  to  the  kitchen  door leading outside. 

Maggie  hesitated.  If  she  went  out  that  way,  she  would  tamper  with evidence;  on  the  other  hand,  she  would  have  to  squeeze  past  an  angry sergeant.  “Yes,  Sergeant  Humphries,  just  one  thing  I  forgot  to  tell  you. 

That door you just showed me, leading to the outside, was open, and only after I closed it did I see the body. That means my fingerprints are on its doorknob. This might be how he entered.” She pointed to the man lying on the  creaking  wooden  floor.  “And  yet  it’s  as  if  he  knocked  over  his  chair and  had  been  sitting  at  the  table,  otherwise  why  have  two  mugs  and  this toast and honey?” 

“Ms. Flanagan, my patience is running out…” 

“Do  you  still  want  me  to  leave  through  that  door?”  As  she  spoke,  a paramedic walked into the kitchen from the other side. 

“Out,  I  said.  Don’t  you  see  we’re  too  many  people  in  here,  Ms. 

Flanagan?” the sergeant bellowed, still pointing to the door to the outside with its string of pinecones dangling from a nail. 

Maggie used her sleeve to cover her hand before turning the doorknob, but it wouldn’t budge, as if it were locked. 

“Now  what?”  Sergeant  Humphries  grumbled,  reaching  for  the doorknob himself. 

Maggie  backed  up  against  the  fridge  to  let  him  pass.  Every  single animal-shaped magnet that populated the fridge door either drilled into her back the more she had to lean against them or got caught in her hair. The kitchen was packed with trinkets all ready to fall. Every time she moved, she knocked over a parrot toy of some kind. Half-chewed wooden pieces were  either  strung  together  like  a  giant’s  necklace  or  piled  up  high  in bowls on the open shelves. 

The  narrow  room,  with  its  rainbow-colored  cabinet  doors,  was cluttered  and  messy  but  surprisingly  clean.  A  line  of  preserve  jars  of  all sizes crammed the top of the cupboards. There wasn’t a space for Lulu to perch up there without sending one flying down. Perhaps Holly had many jars  because  Lulu  did  destroy  them  at  times,  or  it  was  simply  a  lifetime collection. 

The  paint  on  the  backs  of  all  four  chairs  was  worn  down  by  Lulu’s claws and beak. There was one Lulu-proof cupboard just next to the door to the outside. This had to be her food stash, locked away with a padlock. 

Maggie knew how fussy animals could be with regards to their food and didn’t  want  to  add  to  the  stress  the  poor  bird  was  already  having.  There was no point asking Sergeant Humphries again; he was flustered enough. 

She searched a drawer for its key, letting the sergeant fiddle with the door. 

“Ms.  Flanagan,  since  you’re  still  here…”  the  sergeant  said,  blowing through  his  mouth.  “Was  this  door  to  the  outside  really  open  when  you came in?” 

“Yes, and I just pushed it shut. I didn’t see any key on the inside.” 

“It’s locked now, and it couldn’t have locked by itself. Are you really sure you aren’t mistaken?” 

“I’m  sure.  I  even  tried  to  lock  the  door  because  I  was  worried  the burglar might come back.” 

Sergeant  Humphries  had  slipped  down  on  all  fours  behind  the  table. 

“The  key  must  be  somewhere  and  fell  out  when  you  slammed  it  into  its locked  position.”  Maggie  waited  for  him  to  heave  himself  up  from  a kneeling  position  to  say  that  someone  might  have  locked  it  when  she fetched him outside. Perhaps the person had been hiding somewhere in a closet  until  the  coast  was  clear  to  escape  and  locked  the  door  so  that  no one would think to go after him or her that way. 

At the sight of the sergeant’s button getting caught in the string tied to small wooden chest, Maggie shouted, “Careful, Sergeant!” 

She reached up to catch the box before it fell down onto his head. With a little tug, he was free. He picked a gray feather that had lodged itself into his  trouser  leg  and  threw  it  away,  but  it  landed  on  his  foot  when  he sneezed.  “That  bird  again.  I  can  hear  its  cries  from  here.  Ms.  Flanagan, deal with it. Come to the station later today for a statement, and leave the crime scene now.” 

Instead  of  arguing  with  him,  she  nodded  and  slipped  away  as  fast  as she  could.  Lulu  was  indeed  letting  out  very  loud  screeches.  Maggie  had never taken care of a bird before, let alone a parrot, but she could always recognize  a  distress  call  when  she  heard  one.  When  she  reached  the  car, Lulu was sitting on the steering wheel, all fluffed up, her head feathers up as  if  she  had  just  run  over  a  rug  and  was  fully  charged  with  static electricity. 

Maggie’s prop-up velvet cushion was torn to pieces, white fluffs of its filling scattered around the cab as if it had just snowed inside the vehicle. 

Maggie  couldn’t  possibly  enter  the  car  with  a  hysterical  parrot  without risking  being  injured.  If  only  she  could  get  Lulu  to  go  into  her  cage,  it might calm her and keep Maggie safe. 

The only trouble was that it was such a huge contraption, it would only fit in the pick-up bed. It was spring, but the air was still very cold, and a tropical bird like that would freeze in the pick-up bed. Maggie attempted to put her hands to her ears when Lulu came up to the window and let out a piercing cry. Only then did she realize that she was still holding on to the box. Painted in golden letters was  Lulu’s Treasure. 

 Maybe that’ll keep her calm,  thought Maggie. 

She  slowly  opened  the  door.  “Lulu,  don’t  worry,  I’m  here.  And  look what I’ve got. Your treasure.” 

Lulu  hopped  away  to  the  other  seat,  one  eye  on  the  box.  She  had stopped screaming. The only solution was bringing the bird home as fast as possible,  and  only  then  to  put  her  into  her  cage  with  her  treasure  and maybe  some  nice  soft  music.  Maggie  hadn’t  thought  of  her  two  rascals, Carrot and Beans. 

 Does a parrot get along with dogs? Will Lulu like them?  One step at a time,  first  get  Lulu  to  relax  in  her  company  in  the  car  without  getting pecked at. Maggie put on her sunglasses and slowly climbed into her seat. 

“Look, Lulu, at what you’ve done. I can barely see over this steering wheel without my cushion. Luckily the road is never busy here aside from deer crossing. What a pretty bird, Lulu.” Lulu was crouched down, barely visible  behind  her  treasure  box  aside  from  her  crest  and  her  scrutinizing eye  appearing  now  and  again  above  the  curved  lid.  At  least  she  didn’t show any signs of aggression; that was encouraging. 

“You  can  hide,  that’s  fine.”  Maggie  started  the  engine.  “You  like  it when  I  talk.  I  like  talking,  so  that’s  fine.  I  wonder  where  I’ll  put  you. 

Maybe  in  my  workshop.  You’d  have  space  there  to  play  and  fly  too. 

Maybe not. You’re a bit dusty and messy, and that doesn’t mix very well with  my  camera  equipment.  I  know,  I’ll  put  Carrot  and  Beans  in  the workshop;  they  have  their  spot  there,  and  I’ll  take  you  in  the  house.  It’s only for a short while. You’ll see, Holly will get better soon.” 

“Hooolly. Hooolly.” Lulu extended her neck, looking around. 

Maggie  quickly  tried  to  divert  the  bird’s  attention,  fearing  that  Lulu would get into another fit when she hopped onto the back of her seat. She was  about  to  push  the  bird  gently  down  with  one  hand  when  she remembered just in time what Holly had told her when Lulu had jumped on Maggie’s lap and was flapping around. “Don’t let her do that; it might

look funny to you, but she’s testing her dominance. Be firm and push her gently away as a last resort, but most of all be firm with your voice. Lulu doesn’t like being touched by strangers.” 

Maggie cleared her throat and tried to make herself as big as she could in the car seat, which wasn’t easy given her small height without a cushion to prop herself up. “Lulu, be a good girl. Go to your treasure. We’ll soon be home.” 

To her surprise, Lulu hopped down to her box and sat on it. She then picked  a  piece  of  the  cushion  and  started  chewing  it  noisily.  Each  time Maggie looked at her, the bird would ignore her, but she knew that as soon as she looked away, Lulu was observing her. As soon as Maggie stopped talking,  Lulu  would  jump  back  onto  her  seat.  Maggie  had  no  choice  but keep up the one-way conversation. “Do you talk? I thought parrots could talk. What is in your treasure box?” 

“Treasure,”  Lulu  replied  before  chewing  the  leather  piece  that  was attached to her leg. 

“A treasure? I can read that too…but what treasure, I wonder…” 

Maggie pulled up her driveway, and as soon as she stopped the engine, she  heard  the  barking  of  Beans  through  the  old  letterbox  opening  in  her front  door.  Beans  had  figured  out  she  could  stick  her  small  terrier  nose through it and lift its flap and bark to scare the mailman, but only when he had reached the front door and was about to ring. 

In response, Lulu was frantic, as if she had never heard anything like it. 

Maggie carefully opened her door to squeeze out, but Lulu was like an eel and slipped through the opening…









 









Chapter Three





Constable Raj Gupta parked right in front of Barrie’s garage on The Street, the  main  street  of  Foxton.  It  was  a  very  quiet  morning,  with  only  a  few locals  running  their  errands.  It  came  as  no  surprise  to  Raj  given  the  snow had  melted  only  recently  and  April  wasn’t  the  month  for  the  cottagers  to open their second homes yet. A flock of Canadian geese in their V formation flew  noisily  low  over  his  head,  seemingly  heading  straight  for  the  Foxton golf course and its scenic pond. 

Raj glanced toward his wife’s pharmacy, only a few houses away from the garage. He mused at how much Ms. Rigby had influenced his own life already. How lucky he had been that Indira could buy the convenience store for so little from Ms. Rigby, and with the help of her parents, of course. It allowed them to buy their first home together and avoid lengthy commutes. 

He never understood why Ms. Rigby had insisted that she wanted very little for her store as long as Indira assured her that she would open her pharmacy there straight away. 

Having just seen how Ms. Rigby lived, she could have used the money to repair her home. It badly needed a new coat of paint, and he suspected the roof might no longer be waterproof, with a thick layer of moss and other vegetation growing on it. At first, he had thought she had recently taken in a lodger for the money, but having heard from Barrie how little his mechanic was paying, Raj had deduced it had to be for the company. 

The large garage door was open, and metal banging meant someone was working. Raj walked in. “Barrie, is that you? Wassup?” 

A  young  man  slid  out  from  under  the  car,  with  only  his  head  sticking out from the chassis. His face was covered in streaks of oil, and his clear eyes stood out behind his safety glasses. “Barrie’s out getting a coffee for us. Can I help, Constable?” 

“Yes. You’re Barrie’s new mechanic?” 

“Yep, Anton at your service. Do you have a problem with your car? I can take a look.” 

Raj slid the bed on wheels out, all the while examining the man. “Let me help you get out from under there. It’ll be easier to talk.” 

He  was  of  average  height,  average  weight,  average-looking,  really,  to Raj.  Anton  had  nothing  he  could  pinpoint  as  a  unique  identification;  not even  his  square  jaw  was  really  square—a  perfect  spy  or  thief,  in  other words. 

His hair was hidden under a green bandana. What was unusual, though, was that he was clean-shaven. He hadn’t seen many men without a stubble or beard recently. He was wearing a blue coverall with Barrie’s name sewn on it. Barrie mustn’t have had time to arrange for a set for Anton yet; he had hired him only two weeks ago. 

“I  assume  that’s  your  car,”  Anton  said,  swinging  a  dirty  cloth  in  the direction of Raj’s police car. “You’ve got a dent on the side.” He knelt down to inspect it. “Did you hit an animal?” 

Raj  looked  over  his  shoulder.  How  was  that  possible?  He  hadn’t  even spotted it, and he couldn’t remember hitting anything. The sergeant would be mad. 

Anton  smiled.  Even  his  teeth  were  straight,  medium-sized,  nothing special, but what he said was music to Raj’s ears. “You’re lucky, it’s easy to fix. Between you and me, you’d like it done quickly without your sergeant knowing? Not a problem.” 

Raj hesitated. The prospect of having to explain the mysterious dent to Sergeant  Humphries  was  daunting,  but  on  the  other  hand  he  couldn’t possibly ask a suspect to fix it for him, and besides, he hadn’t caused this damage in the first place. The sergeant might have caused it himself…

“Thanks  for  the  offer,  Anton.  I  can  have  Barrie  take  a  look  at  it;  he usually maintains the cars for us. I’m actually here for another reason.” 

Anton stiffened and tucked his hands into his coverall pockets. 

“Where are you living right now?” Raj asked, not wanting to confront him right away with the theft. 

“Why does it matter to you? I haven’t been speeding.” 

“Not as far as I know, no. Do you know Ms. Holly Rigby?” 

Anton blinked and took a step forward. “Well, yes. Something happened to her, otherwise why would you be here? How is she?” 

“She’s in hospital now. The last I’ve heard, she was still unconscious.” 

“She  fell?  Or  was  it  a  stroke?  Can  I  see  her?”  Anton’s  eyebrows disappeared into his bandana, and his lips trembled. 

“What’s your relationship with her?” 

“I live with her... Not that way—as a house share. She’s been really nice to me. If it weren’t for her, I’d never have found a place to rent here. It’s just unaffordable for guys like me.” 

“Where  were  you  this  morning  between  ten  and…”  Raj  looked  at  his watch. “Now, noon?” 

“Here. Ask Barrie. Why are you asking me this?” 

“Because  someone  tried  to  steal  the  parrot  and  knocked  Ms.  Rigby unconscious.” 

“Who’d do such a thing to her? If I catch that person.” Anton raised a fist. “You’d better go after him then and not waste your time here.” 

“Him? How do you know the burglar is a man?” 

“I assumed it because the only women visiting her are old ladies from her book club. I can’t see them being dangerous. Where’s Holly now? And what about the parrot?” 

“The parrot’s taken care of, and Ms. Rigby needs rest. We want to talk to her first, and we’ll let you know when you can see her.” 

“But she’s got no relatives. I’m her friend. Surely that means I can see her.” 

Raj  had  omitted  talking  about  the  dead  man,  hoping  to  glean  more information if Anton didn’t feel the need to be on the defensive. He took a gamble and decided to describe the deceased, since they didn’t have much on the person that escaped. “We’ve got a description of a man. Maybe you know him. Very tall, slim, a dark feather tattooed on one hand and—” 

Anton  shook  his  head,  and  the  muscles  on  his  forearms  pumped  up. 

“Not him! I thought he was up to something. I told her to watch out for him. 

She’s too nice for her own good. All I know is that he’s called Justin, and he’s been visiting her the past week.” 

“Did you try to protect her when he came this morning?” 

“I wish I did, but I was here, as I told you. It’s your job to catch him. 

He’ll be far away by now, I’m tellin’ ya.” 

“You’re  right  in  a  way.  We  were  too  late,”  Raj  replied,  watching  his reaction carefully. “That man, perhaps Justin, was found dead,” he said, just as Barrie walked in with two warm coffees. 

Anton’s jaw dropped; no sound came out of him, only his eyes moved from Raj to Barrie and back. 

“What’s  going  on  in  here?”  Barrie  asked  jovially.  “I  see  you  met Anton.” 

Raj took out his notebook to signal that he meant business. 

“Eh, I see I’m interrupting. I can come back,” Barrie said, putting one coffee on the toolbox. 

Anton  had  found  his  voice  again.  “No,  stay.  The  constable  just announced  the  person  who  tried  to  steal  Holly’s  parrot  and  hit  her  on  the head was found dead. You know, Justin, I asked you about him.” 

“Wow, I’m not sure I get all this,” Barrie said, taking a step back as if he had just been under attack himself. 

“Barrie, I’m taking the afternoon off to see Holly in hospital, that’s all that  matters  now.  I  assume  you  don’t  have  a  problem  with  that?”  Anton asked firmly. 

“Of course. Will she be all right?” Barrie asked, his chestnut eyes wide as loonies. “Raj, what happened?” 

“We don’t know yet. It depends how quickly she regains consciousness. 

Anton, you’re first coming to the station with me. We have more questions for you before you can see Ms. Rigby.” 

“I’ve  got  nothing  to  do  with  all  this.  Where  was  he  found  dead anyway?” 

“In Ms. Rigby’s kitchen,” Raj replied. 

“Jeez. No. I can’t believe this.” He stretched out his arm with a raised finger  toward  Raj,  who  was  about  to  speak.  “I’ve  already  told  you  I  was here with Barrie all morning.” He looked at Barrie, his smooth chin thrust forward. 

“Barrie, is that right?” Raj asked. 

Barrie shrugged. 

Anton  shouted,  chest  forward,  “Why  are  you  all  accusing  me  without any proof? It’s because I’m the new guy in town, is that it?” 

“It’s  okay,  Constable  Gupta’s  just  doing  his  job,”  Barrie  said.  “So  far you aren’t accused of anything, Anton. Isn’t that right, Raj?” 

“Yes,  for  now.  We  just  want  to  question  you  in  the  station,  but  be careful. I can arrest you for aggressive behavior toward a police officer.” 

“No need to do that, Raj,” Barrie said, his hand on Raj’s arm. “I wasn’t on top of him all the time, ’cause I had to run a few errands, but I believe he was here all morning, like he says. Anton, I’d go to the police station. You don’t want to mess around with Raj. I can handle everything. Take the day off if you need to.” 

Raj crossed his arms, looking at Anton with suspicion while he tried to calculate  the  time  it  would  take  to  drive  from  the  garage  to  Ms.  Rigby’s home and commit the crime. At least half an hour, if not more…perhaps he was telling the truth after all. 

“Just so you know, I’ve finished fixing your wife’s car. You don’t need to  do  anything  to  it  now,  Barrie.  How  could  I  have  done  that  without working  on  it  nonstop  all  morning?  You  told  her,  Barrie,  it’d  be  a  day’s job.” 

“There was lots of rust, and the suspension needed changing. Yes, it was a big job, and Anton did it all, I can tell you that. You’re not going to like the bill, Raj…” Barrie grinned. 

“I was expecting that.” Raj wobbled his head as he was accustomed to when he was about to negotiate. “But if your mechanic is as good as you say he is, well, maybe he did work fast and it therefore means fewer hours spent, a lower bill, and time for him to slip away.” 

Anton walked toward the back of the garage, pulling off his gloves and throwing them on a chair before flexing his wrist as if it were painful. 

“Hold on a minute. Where do you think you’re going?” Raj asked. “You don’t  have  a  solid  alibi  for  your  whereabouts,  and  I’ve  got  a  lot  more questions about Ms. Rigby.” 

“I’m  going  to  the  bathroom  to  wash  up.  I  can’t  go  like  this,  can  I?” 

Anton replied angrily. 

“All right, but if you attempt to escape, then you’ll be charged, I warn you.” 

“Raj, he’s a good guy and a really good mechanic,” Barrie said, putting a  hand  on  Raj’s  shoulder  as  he  typically  did  to  calm  his  buddies.  Once Anton  was  no  longer  in  hearing  distance,  he  whispered,  “What’s  all  this about? What really happened?” 

Raj  brought  his  friend  up  to  speed  with  the  events  as  quickly  as  he could. “Do you know this Justin character?” 

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” Barrie said, rubbing his neck. “Like I told Anton. 

And you say Maggie bumped into the burglar? Did she get hurt?” 

“Yes, Maggie’s fine. Perhaps you remember a man with a black feather tattoo on a hand, like a crow’s feather?” 

“Why didn’t you tell me before? I saw a guy with a very detailed black feather on his hand, finishing on his thumb. It was two days ago when I was closing the garage. Really nice feather. I wanted to ask him where he got it done, but he was too busy arguing with an older guy.” 

“Did you hear what they were saying? What about the older man? Can you describe him?” 

“Sorry, not this time. I made too much noise with the metal garage door, and I was focused on his hand,” Barrie said with a shrug before his face lit up. “I might’ve found the artist who did the tattoo online. Maybe he did his feather? I’ll email his details. If something comes back to me, I’ll tell ya.” 

Anton  reappeared  in  clean  clothes  and  without  his  green  bandana  but with his hair tied in a bun on top of his head instead. 

“Anton’s ready to go to the station with you,” Barrie said. “You don’t want to keep Sergeant Humphries waiting…” 

Barrie was right; they had a death and a robbery to deal with. Knowing the sergeant’s need to take control of such a case, Raj doubted he would be allowed to take part in Anton’s questioning and would more likely be doing the background desk research instead. 

“Let’s  go,”  Raj  said,  walking  out  of  the  garage,  Anton  in  front  and Barrie in tow. “And Barrie, I might have more questions for you too. If you see anything suspicious, let us know right away.” 

Barrie  stopped  at  his  usual  spot,  propped  up  against  the  frame  of  the garage door, scratching his back like a bear, back and forth. “Yup, I’ll keep an eye out. And Anton, don’t you worry, take the day off, and tomorrow too if you need it.” 

The  police  station  was  only  a  block  away,  but  Raj  preferred  giving Anton a lift to ensure he would end up at the police station. Anton stared glumly out the window. Raj started to see why Holly might like Anton; he felt empathetic, and according to Barrie he was very easy to get along with. 

Raj said, looking in his rear-view mirror at Anton, “Ms. Rigby’s a very nice woman. This used to be the location of her convenience store.” He pointed to the white façade of the pharmacy as they drove by. 

“Yeah, I know. I couldn’t believe it when she told me what she sold it for.  It’s  funny,  though,  sometimes  she’s  really  generous,  like  with  me  for my rent. I really only pay for a fraction of the utilities; okay, I do help her with repairs, but then she’s stingy for herself. Not for her parrot—that bird eats better than her. She doesn’t need to live like that, I’m sure of it.” 

“Really? How do you know—” 

Raj couldn’t hear Anton’s muffled response, if there was one, because he slammed on the brakes to let Sergeant Humphries whiz past and slip into his reserved parking spot just next to the back entrance of the station. Raj dreaded  the  coming  hours.  It  was  Thursday,  the  sacred  Humphries  Twins Fish and Chips Day. 

From  the  first  day  Sergeant  Humphries’s  father  opened  the  restaurant The  Twins  Fish  &  Chips  for  his  sons  to  bring  the  family  back  together again, his mother would ceremoniously bring the sergeant his special lunch. 

Today would be no different, and the sergeant would always report back to his father on its quality. Not only would his father be upset that he hadn’t received his daily compliment, but the fish would be cold by now, since the sergeant had been called out just when he was about to devour it. A hungry sergeant  meant  Raj  would  have  to  find  a  way  to  feed  him,  otherwise  he could  be  in  the  direct  path  of  the  furious  tornado  the  sergeant  would  turn into. 

As  he  opened  the  main  door  of  the  police  station  for  Anton,  he  said, 

“Sergeant Humphries’ll most likely want to ask you some questions.” 

“Can  I  at  least  call  the  hospital  to  find  out  how  she’s  doing?”  Anton asked. 

Raj nodded. Sergeant Humphries stormed in, pushing the swinging doors to  the  public  area  like  a  sheriff  entering  a  saloon,  ready  for  a  fight.  The cowboy hat, waistcoat, and boots he always wore for his country gigs would have been a better fit than the uniform. 

“Constable, what have you been doing all this time? Am I the only one working  here!  Who’s  that?”  Sergeant  Humphries  asked,  looking  at  Anton speaking on his phone in the corner of the room. 

“Anton Boulanger, Ms. Rigby’s lodger. As you requested, I brought him in for questioning, but I don’t think—” Raj was about to say that he didn’t think he was the man Maggie saw running away when the sergeant walked past Raj toward Anton and swung around to face Raj. 

“Right, I’ll deal with him. Gupta, go to the hospital now to guard Ms. 

Rigby’s  door.  I  don’t  want  anyone  near  her  until  I’ve  spoken  to  her.  You understand?” 

“Yes, sir. Does that mean she woke up?” Raj asked, feeling relieved, but only briefly. 

“No, but if she does, we’ve got to be there.” In a low voice the sergeant added,  “To  be  safe,  I’m  treating  it  as  a  murder.  We’ve  got  to  catch  the culprit before the big guys get involved, otherwise…” 

Raj knew all too well that it meant Sergeant Humphries would become insufferable.  They  would  have  to  abide  strictly  by  the  rules,  which  the sergeant  could  be  a  little  lax  about  now  and  then  if  he  thought  it  was  the best for the community he so dearly wanted to protect. If something went wrong,  Raj  would  be  to  blame.  Raj  couldn’t  wait  to  become  a  detective sergeant soon so another constable would suffer in his place, but for that he had to sit the exam. 

Each time there was a test date coming up, either Sergeant Humphries had an urgent case for Raj to deal with, or he would insist Raj needed more training interviewing suspects, which he never let him do… It was as if the sergeant didn’t want him to sit the exam, either to keep him as his constable or  because  he  feared  he  would  take  his  place,  or  worse,  become  his superior. Raj had become as attached to Foxton as Sergeant Humphries was but would never settle for a life as a constable under Sergeant Humphries; he hoped the difficult cases would keep coming to justify the presence of both a detective sergeant and a sergeant in Foxton. 

What  a  sweet  thought.  Raj  smiled  at  the  idea  of  bossing  Sergeant Humphries  around  when  he  was  called  back  to  his  duty  with  a  loud

“Constable! Gupta, what are you waiting for?” Sergeant Humphries clapped his hands. 

The last words Raj heard as he slowly closed the door of the interview room behind him weren’t promising for Anton. 

“Anton  Boulanger,  I  hope  you’ve  got  a  good  alibi…  Come  with  me,” 

Sergeant Humphries said in his very grumpy voice. 







 









Chapter Four







Maggie didn’t succeed in getting the bird close to her front door, let alone into  the  house.  The  little  leather  strap  slipped  between  her  fingers  as  she exited  her  truck,  and  off  flew  Lulu  into  the  fresh  spring  air.  Not  a temperature  for  a  tropical  bird.  Maggie  followed  her  as  Lulu  flew  toward her terrace. She was flying too well for a bird with clipped feathers; perhaps they had already regrown. 

“Lulu,  come  back.  You  don’t  want  to  be  out  there;  it’s  dangerous  for you. Be a good girl. I can’t believe this is happening.” 

Maggie slowly crept up the steps of her wraparound terrace. “Come on, Lulu, be a good girl. Look here, nice nuts for you.” Maggie reached out to pick a few sunflower seeds from the dangling bird feeder and stretched out her palm to entice Lulu to walk to her. 

She would have nothing of it. Instead, Lulu flew to the feeder and clung to its string, rocking it back and forth. 

“Okay, maybe I can catch you with Dad’s old fishing net. You’ll hate it, but I’ve got no choice.” 

Maggie attempted to open her kitchen door, but Lulu flew away into a maple. Fortunately, Maggie could still see her very well, since the branches were  still  bare.  The  flowers  were  out,  but  the  buds  had  only  started growing. Lulu shouted, “Ome. Ome.” 

“You  want  to  go  home,  I  know.  But  this  is  your  home.  Come,  Lulu. 

Don’t fly away! Wait!” 

Maggie ran back to her car. “She must be flying back to Holly’s. How on earth does she know how to get there?” 

She drove slowly, scanning the trees for movement or sound. A wailing sound made her jump out and call, “Lulu, pretty bird.” But instead of the parrot, it was a porcupine claiming its territory and pushing another along a branch  to  its  tip.  It  didn’t  look  like  courtship—the  second  porcupine  was now precariously hanging on to the swinging branch above Maggie’s head, like a huge pincushion, and still no sign of Lulu. 

Maggie  was  furious  with  herself  for  having  let  the  bird  escape  and feared something might happen to Lulu. She drove back to Holly’s home. 

On her way, she called her friend and game warden Adam; he always knew how  to  work  with  animals.  Having  spent  his  youth  in  Australia,  he  was accustomed  to  its  wildlife,  including  parrots,  given  he  had  been  bitten  by one. He would be able to help, but she was only able to reach his voicemail. 

Holly’s  house  was  cordoned  off,  and  Sergeant  Humphries’s  police officers were swarming the area. Maggie had no choice but to walk around its  boundary  because  it  was  likely  Lulu  might  already  be  there.  Holly’s home  was  also  on  Otter  Lake,  only  a  few  roads  away  from  Maggie’s  log home. Maggie parked next to Holly’s letterbox and stepped out, calling for Lulu. 

She walked around the old cottage, behind a large pile of wood, peeking above  it  toward  the  kitchen,  where  she  thought  Lulu  would  likely  try  to enter. All she could see were white silhouettes like ghosts moving behind the  window.  Still  no  Lulu.  She  heard  a  flapping  to  her  left  toward  an outhouse or shed. 

She called softly. “Lulu, good girl.” 

Each time she called, she heard a tap-tap against glass, as if the pileated woodpecker that usually drummed his courtship song on her metal chimney pipe  between  glimpses  of  his  own  reflection,  like    he  wanted  to  check whether his red crest was still looking good, had found a window this time. 

The  sound  came  from  the  shed  area  that  wasn’t  cordoned  off.  Behind another pile of wood and a few fir trees, there was a rather large shed. And there was Lulu, well camouflaged against the gray siding, if it weren’t for the giveaway of her red tail. She was the one tapping against the glass pane, 

as if she wanted to enter the building. Maggie tried to open the door, hoping the bird would follow her inside. 

The door was locked. She searched the nearby pots and under the logs for a hidden key. As she bent down, lifting a muddy mat, Lulu flew onto her back,  her  sharp  claws  pricking  through  her  knitted  sweater  as  she  walked there. “Lulu, key, where is it? Key?” 

Lulu had flown to the windowsill and tilted her head toward Maggie, as if she were really listening to her and understood her. Suddenly, she pecked at the sill. Although she couldn’t see anything, Maggie ran her finger along it. There was a little hole. “Yes, Lulu, clever bird. Look!” Maggie pulled out a rusty old key and unlocked the door. 

Lulu didn’t wait a second to fly in and around the room, calling, “Riggy, Riggy,” very loudly. 

“Shht, you’re going to alert them.” 

She  shut  the  door  quickly  and  inspected  the  place.  It  looked  like  a jeweler’s atelier where everything had its place and nothing was left lying. 

It  was  such  a  contrast  with  the  messiness  of  the  house.  Ceiling-to-floor handcrafted storage cabinets lined the walls, each one filled with rows upon rows  of  drawers.  In  front  of  the  window  there  was  a  large  table  with  a powerful lamp and magnifying lenses carefully lined up by size. 

A  wooden  reclining  office  chair  with  an  adjustable  seat  was  tucked under  the  table.  A  heavily  worn  armchair  was  pushed  against  a  flowery curtain from the seventies. Just next to it, at sitting level, was an intricately carved swinging bird stand hanging from the ceiling by an old rope. It was a perfect perch for Lulu, although the holes in the cloth of the armrest attested to Lulu’s preferred resting place. 

Maggie tried to read what was written on the little white cards slid into metal holders on the drawers, but it all seemed to be gibberish. Lulu flew across the room to the armchair. A small birdcage oscillated back and forth from the ceiling after Lulu’s passage. At its base was a name engraved on a copper plaque, but from below Maggie couldn’t read it. 

From the armchair, after a sip of water from one of the cups, Lulu lifted a claw and said, “Riggy. Riggy.” 

“What  are  you  saying,  silly  bird?”  Maggie  didn’t  dare  speak  about Holly  for  fear  Lulu  would  go  into  a  rage  at  not  seeing  her;  instead,  she

chatted to her, “You like it here. I can see it. You’re relaxing. It must be her special place. Maybe she’s an artist.” 

Maggie  gently  pulled  one  of  the  drawer  handles,  but  it  was  locked. 

Upon  closer  inspection,  all  the  drawers  had  a  keyhole,  and  she  assumed they must be locked too. She picked up a photograph of a man dressed in those tight-fitting short shorts of the seventies. He was tanned, strong, and rough-looking. 

“Is  this  Holly’s  mystery  husband?  If  only  you  could  tell  me  what happened in the house today, Lulu. Quick, I hear someone coming. Come now.” 

Maggie  presented  her  arm,  hoping  it  looked  like  an  enticing  enough perch, but it wasn’t. Lulu jumped up to the swing and at the cage. “It might be  the  police,”  she  whispered.  “I  need  to  get  you  in  the  cage  before  you escape again. If only I could reach it.” 

She  dragged  the  armchair  to  the  center  of  the  room.  Judging  by  the marks  on  the  floor,  it  had  been  dragged  numerous  times  in  and  out  of  its position. Her feet sank into its well-worn cushion as she climbed on it. She could just reach the bottom of the cage. She climbed onto the back of the armchair, and all the while Lulu loudly kept saying “Riggy” nonstop. 

As soon as Maggie managed to properly grab the cage, the door swung open. A jolt of fear caused her to lose her balance and capsize the armchair, leaving her hanging on to the cage in midair. Lulu screeched and flew to the top of the cage, hanging to its chain with one paw, the other clasping a bar. 

Maggie had her back to the door and couldn’t swing around to see who it was for fear of falling. A strong, cold breeze hit her face, and she shouted, 

“Shut the door, shut the door! The parrot… I don’t want it to escape.” 

The door slammed shut. Seeing a frightened Lulu still above her head, Maggie  was  suddenly  aware  of  a  sharp  pain  in  her  fingers  that  were squeezed  between  the  bars.  She  couldn’t  hear  any  other  noise  apart  from herself  and  Lulu,  who  was  now  quiet  and  looking  down  at  her.  The  door must have opened with a sudden gust of wind. 

With  any  luck,  the  police  in  the  house  might  hear  her  if  she  shouted loud  enough,  although  the  door  was  now  closed  and  the  shed  was  at  a distance  from  the  house.  What  if  she  could  encourage  the  bird  to  scream very  loud,  which  she  knew  from  recent  experience  might  be  very  easy  to trigger, perhaps by shouting herself? “Help, help! help!” 

It  worked.  It  only  took  a  few  of  Lulu’s  deafening  screeches  to  attract attention. 

“What’s happening here? Oh, my word…hold on.” 

A  woman  clad  in  a  white  forensics  coverall  took  hold  of  Maggie  and attempted to hoist her down, but Maggie’s plump little fingers were firmly lodged between the bars of the cage that was still hooked to the ceiling. 

“I’m  stuck.  Get  the  chair  and  close  the  door,  please.  I  don’t  want  the parrot to escape again.” 

Another  person  entered,  and  this  voice  she  recognized.  It  was  Adam. 

“Maggie, what on earth are you doing?” 

With ease, thanks to his strong arms and height, he helped Maggie down and  unhooked  the  cage.  Lulu  was  still  screaming,  flapping  her  wings  but reluctant to let go of the chain that swung from the ceiling without its cage. 

“Oh, Adam, I’m glad you’re here. I feared you might’ve been visiting your girlfriend, and that’s why I got your voicemail. Take care of the poor bird, please.” Maggie lifted the cage in the direction of the bird, her fingers still stuck in it. “I know it doesn’t look good, but I can explain.” 

“Brigit just arrived in Canada with the sick researcher. She saved him and will be coming to Foxton, hopefully tomorrow. I was just in the bush. 

Well,  you’ll  have  a  lot  of  explaining  to  do,  that’s  for  sure.  What’s  the parrot’s name?” Adam asked. 

“Owww!”  Maggie  pulled  out  one  finger.  It  wasn’t  the  pain  of  her fingers  that  made  her  shout  so  loud,  but  the  frustration  at  the  thought  of Brigit still being in the picture. She had secretly hoped that Brigit’s time in Antarctica on a research station away from Adam might have strained their relationship  enough  for  it  to  end,  but  there  was  no  sign  of  it,  given  his beatific grin when he spoke about her. “Sorry, it’s Lulu.” 

Adam stretched out his arm toward Lulu and spoke softly to her. “Come on, Lulu, you’ll be fine. Come to me. Come on, that’s it.” 

Lulu flew to the top of the curtain rail, her stressed body fully extended, looking  at  Adam  with  her  left  eye,  the  eye  birds  typically  use  to  evaluate predators. 

“I  won’t  hurt  you.  Look,  you  can  just  come  when  you  want.  I’ll  wait here  with  my  hand  as  long  as  it  takes.  Come  down,”  Adam  insisted,  his voice a little firmer. 

With the help of the forensics officer, Maggie managed to free herself from the cage and said at full speed, needing to tell the truth but half hoping it would be ignored, “Thanks. I know it’s a crime scene, but the parrot was in my care and had escaped and flew back here…” 

With each word, she felt the ground under her feet move like quicksand, sucking her deeper into a hole. She let out a sigh of relief at the sight of the woman’s  name  badge,  Dr.  S.  Goult.  She  was  the  medic,  not  one  of  the sergeant’s  staff.  She  typically  didn’t  like  name-dropping,  but  this  was  a matter of survival. “You must be the coroner.” 

Dr. Goult nodded. 

“It’s funny, you remind me of my best friend, Amy Nussenzweig. She’s got the exact same funky glasses as you, and she happens to be the head of the forensic lab in Toronto.” 

The  woman’s  face  brightened.  “Is  that  so?  I  didn’t  know  about  the glasses. She did ask me where I got them. I know her well. I just completed my training with her. You’re Maggie Flanagan then?” 

“Yes, that’s me. And you must be Stephanie!” 

“Steph.  I  now  see  first-hand  what  Amy  meant—you  do  get  into trouble.”  She  laughed.  “Well  then,  aside  from  putting  those  fingers  into some  ice-cold  water  to  reduce  the  inflammation,  I  don’t  think  they’re broken. I’d still get them checked if you see the swelling doesn’t go away. 

I’d love to hear the full story about how you ended up here and how that relates to the poor man in the kitchen. The back of his head hit the corner of the countertop. The blow killed him instantly, I think. He was very unlucky. 

But I really have to get him back to the morgue to check if there’s anything else.  I’d  like  to  avoid  meeting  this  Sergeant  Humphries  again.  Once  was enough.” 

“Thank  you  so  much.  I  know  what  you  mean  about  Humphries.  Next time make sure you have cake or a muffin with you. He has a very sweet tooth and, in my experience, it works wonders when I need to talk to him. 

Maybe we can meet up some time with Amy. You’re welcome to visit me here!” 

“That’d be nice.” Steph stepped out the door after hearing her colleague call  out  her  name,  and  with  a  little  wave  of  her  fingers,  she  said,  “Good luck!” 

Maggie, still sitting with the cage on her lap, turned to Adam, who was in front of the flowery curtain where the armchair had been. Lulu walked back and forth, shifting the curtain as she went while completely ignoring Adam’s outstretched finger. Maggie fiddled with the cage to open the door. 

“We can put her in this cage—it even has her name on it—and that way she won’t escape again.” 

“Your  first  good  idea  of  the  day!  It’s  also  small  enough  for  travel. 

Parrots don’t like to travel in big cages; they get nervous. She’ll also need some fresh water, although I don’t think she’ll drink yet. She’s a real beauty. 

It’s the first time I’ve seen an African Gray. Come on, Lulu, down.” Adam wiggled his finger in front of the bird. 

“Ouch, you pinched me!” He shook his hand angrily. 

“I thought you could tame any animal, but it seems that parrots and you don’t  really  gel…  Weren’t  you  bitten  before  by  a  parrot?”  Maggie  asked, very surprised to see for the first time an animal refusing to cooperate with Adam. 

He  shook  his  hand  without  replying.  Maggie  could  tell  his  pride  was hurt, and she didn’t need to remind him of the event. It wasn’t fair to vent her jealousy about Brigit on him. She cherished their friendship as it was, and she couldn’t afford to spoil it, especially now that she really needed him to  side  with  her.  “I’m  sorry  to  have  dragged  you  into  this.  Is  your  finger okay?” He nodded and Maggie said, “All this must be too much for Lulu. 

She  even  attacked  Sergeant  Humphries.  I  think  she  was  still  defending herself, poor thing. Everyone wanting to catch her. I heard her call when I parked  next  to  the  house  and  followed  the  sound  to  this  place.  This  part isn’t cordoned off. I thought I’d catch her first then go and talk to them. Are they really that bad?” Maggie asked in a small voice, tilting her head in the direction of the house. 

“Well, you’ll see for yourself as soon as we catch this bird.” The corner of his lip lifted slightly, a sign he was teasing her and she hadn’t upset him. 

“Why didn’t you put her in a carrier cage?” 

“I  couldn’t  find  it,  and  Sergeant  Humphries  didn’t  let  me  search  the place, as you can imagine… Perhaps I can ask the officer in there now?” 

“I won’t do that if I were you. You’ve already gone too far by entering this place. It might not be cordoned off, but I think it should’ve been, given it belongs to the house.” 

“The place was locked when I came here, so I can see why they only put tape around the house.” 

“So you broke in on top of it!” Adam said, his raised brows deepening the furrows of his forehead. 

“Nooo. Not exactly. Lulu wanted to come in, and I thought it’d be the only way to catch her. She showed me where the key was…” 

“Really,  such  an  intelligent  bird,  is  she  really?  That  redeems  her  a little.” 

“What do you think of this room?” Maggie sneezed. “It has a smell of an old museum, musty, like the house, but also a chemical smell of some sort.” 

Adam stared her down with his iceberg-blue eyes before sniffing the air himself. “It reminds me of ants in Australia.” 

“Ants? Could it be formic acid?” Maggie asked and buried her nose in the  flowery  curtain.  “Nope,  it  smells  old,  that’s  for  sure,  but  not  like chemicals. It’s funny I find the smell is stronger when I stand right where the armchair was.” 

“What’s behind that curtain?” Adam asked, pointing to the one she had just  smelled.  As  he  reached  out  to  pull  it  back,  Lulu,  who  was  watching them from the curtain rail vantage point, flew down to the top of the cage. 

“Look, she’s ready to go in! Don’t move, we don’t want to freak her out again.”  Maggie  signaled  to  Adam  to  stand  still  as  he  held  the  fabric  with one hand, ready to thrust it open. “Don’t move, Adam, I’ll try.” 

Maggie  opened  the  door  of  the  cage  that  she  had  placed  on  the  floor. 

She tapped on the wood for Lulu to hop down. “Come, Lulu, step in, or was it step up.” Lulu hopped onto Maggie’s arm. “It must be step down then,” 

Maggie  said,  pointing  to  the  door  of  the  cage  as  they  both  fell  silent, holding their breath in anticipation as Lulu poked her head inside the cage and out again. 

“Come on, Lulu, step down,” Maggie insisted. 

“It’s not going to work. I can see it,” Adam said between his teeth. “Just grab  her  with  both  hands  from  the  back  and  put  her  in.”  His  deep  voice resonated through her belly. “Do it now!” 

Not daring to handle the bird for fear of hurting her, she slowly put her hands out. 

“Not  like  that,  don’t  hesitate.”  Adam  pushed  Maggie  aside  as  he crouched down like a hunter catching its prey bare-handed. 

A loud knock on the door, together with Maggie’s loud cry as she knelt on something cold and hard on the wooden floor, caused Lulu to scream

 









Chapter Five







Raj  pushed  open  the  glass  doors  of  the  small  hospital  and  rushed  to  the front  desk.  “You’ve  just  had  a  patient  come  in.  Her  name’s  Ms.  Holly Rigby.” 

The triage nurse looked up from her desk, typed a few sentences on the computer,  and  said  in  a  monotonous  voice,  “Are  you  related  to  her, Constable?” 

Raj shook his head. “No. Is she out of the emergency ward, and if so, which room is she in?” 

“I’m sorry, I can only let relatives see her at this point in time.” 

“You don’t understand the urgency. This is police matter. I need to see Ms. Rigby right away.” 

The nurse stared up at him with alarm and incomprehension in her eyes. 

“I  believe  she’s  still  unconscious,  Constable;  you  can’t  question  her. 

Besides,  there’s  already  a  relative  by  her  side  right  now  just  in  case  she wakes up. It makes such a difference to see a friendly face.” 

“What!” Raj exclaimed. “I said over the phone that no one was to visit her  without  our  permission.  I’m  here  to  make  sure  that  doesn’t  happen. 

There’s been a murder.” He wasn’t sure it was the case, but the sergeant had said to treat it that way, so he might as well use it to his advantage. “She might be in danger. Now you see the urgency…” 

The  nurse  pointed  to  the  corridor  at  the  back.  “She’s  upstairs  in  room ten at the far end. I’m sorry, I wasn’t aware. I thought it was a case of a fall of an elderly person in her home, which isn’t a surprise.” 

“Who  is  with  her?  Did  you  get  the  person’s  name,  and  what  do  they look like?” 

“Yes,  last  name  Rigby.  I’ve  never  seen  her  before.  I  thought  you  had contacted her as her next of kin, because she said she was a cousin. Around my height, wearing a beanie.” 

Raj,  alarmed  by  the  thought  Ms.  Rigby  might  be  silenced  for  good, rushed  along  the  corridor,  leaving  the  nurse  mumbling  excuses.  The  door was closed. He walked in and was greeted by an old woman propped up in bed  to  the  right  of  a  curtain.  To  the  left,  Ms.  Rigby  lay  on  her  back,  still unconscious, he hoped. No sign of a visitor. 

The nurse had followed him and was already by Ms. Rigby’s bedside. 

“She’s alive. All her vital signs seem fine.” 

“Constable,  I  want  to  confess.”  A  little  voice  from  behind  the  curtain reached Raj’s ears. 

Raj thrust open the curtain. The old woman had disappeared under her sheet,  only  her  button  nose  sticking  out  and  her  eyes  roaming  the  room wildly. 

“Constable,  you  won’t  get  anything  out  of  her,”  the  nurse  said  as  she fluffed up the cushion behind the woman ‘s head. “Sadly, she’s demented at the moment. Come on, honey, don’t worry, there are no rabbits around. She also has hallucinations, Constable.” 

“I  see  that,  but  she  must’ve  seen  the  visitor  and  might  sometimes  be lucid?” 

“Yes, it’s possible, but just keep in mind that she might confuse people.” 

“Can you move Ms. Rigby to another room?” Raj asked. “There’ll be an officer day and night at her door until she awakes.” 

“All our rooms are full. That’s why we put them together. It was a very busy morning,” the nurse replied. 

The old woman had a familiar face, round with a flattish tip of the nose, and a broad, welcoming smile. She waved for him to come closer. He had seen  hands  just  like  hers,  with  the  index,  middle,  and  little  finger  shorter than  normal.  The  more  he  looked  at  her,  the  more  he  was  convinced  he

knew  one  of  her  relatives,  but  he  couldn’t  see  her  name  from  his  vantage point. 

The nurse whispered in Raj’s ear, “As I said, she talks a lot, but nothing makes sense. I’ll see if I can find another room, but I doubt it. Sorry, I’ve got to go, another call.” 

“Don’t let anyone visit this room, is that clear?” Raj asked. 

“Yes,  I’ll  make  sure  it  doesn’t  happen,  but  please  be  quiet  for  Ms. 

Rigby.  It  was  a  very  bad  blow  to  her  head.”  The  nurse  tiptoed  out  and closed the door behind her. 

Raj  pulled  up  a  chair  next  to  the  talkative  old  woman.  “Hello,  I’m Constable Raj Gupta, I didn’t catch your name, Ms.…?” 

“Ruth Owen, Constable, you can call me Ruthie.” She popped out from under her sheets like a jack-in-the-box and was sitting upright, adjusting her hair. “I must look terrible. So sorry. Is everything all right with Ms. Rigby? 

No one tells me anything.” 

“She’s in a stable condition. You were telling me you wanted to confess something. What is it? I’m listening,” Raj said. 

“I’m  not  demented.  I  know  what  they  all  say.  It’s  my  daughter-in-law who wants to get rid of me and kick me out of my home. She already took my son away from me, and now she’s after me and my nice cottage by the lake.” 

“Really? Then you should tell that to the doctor,” Raj said gently, still trying  to  rack  his  brain  for  who  she  reminded  him  of,  her  name  being unfamiliar to him. 

“No.  I  overheard  you.  I  prefer  to  stay  in  this  room  with  Ms.  Rigby, under police surveillance. I fear my daughter-in-law will drug me again and try to get me locked up when she visits. She convinced the doctor I’m nuts; I heard them talk. I don’t want any visit.” 

“That’s a serious accusation, you know. Did your daughter-in-law visit you this morning?” Raj asked, wondering if the person who visited might simply have been for Ms. Owen. 

“No, thankfully, otherwise I wouldn’t be in a state to speak with you.” 

She ironed her sheet with her palms. 

Raj  wondered  how  her  daughter-in-law  would  manage  to  drug  her during a visit. If she was so suspicious, she would never consume anything given  by  her  daughter-in-law,  and  she  wasn’t  hooked  up  to  any  drip  that

could be altered while asleep. She might really be suffering from a case of paranoia, together with losing her mind. 

Ms. Owen adjusted her nightie as if she were getting ready for a photo session. “I’m not the only one, you know.” She pointed to Ms. Rigby. “She only just arrived in the room and was already harassed with questions that put her into a state of shock. It knocked her out again. Now you see why I’m afraid.” 

“Someone came in the room, you say, and spoke with her?” 

She nodded. “Poor woman, look at her. It did her no good. Now she’s unconscious again and might never come round. I fear I’ll be next.” 

Raj  was  beginning  to  doubt.  The  nurse  had  said  Ms.  Rigby  never regained consciousness, unless she did briefly. “Did she say anything?” 

“Only  something  like  LooLoo.  She  kept  repeating  herself  when  the woman asked her where it was.” 

“Asked where what was? And who was in the room? Can you describe the person?” 

She  shrugged  and  pursed  her  little  lips.  “I’m  demented,  remember? 

Whatever  I  say  doesn’t  count.  Besides,  there  was  always  the  curtain between us, so I didn’t see anything, and I don’t have a good memory.” 

“Try harder, this might be very important.” 

“Nothing.  Sorry.”  She  disappeared  back  under  her  cover,  stared  at  the door with fear in her eyes, and then at the ceiling. 

Raj  walked  to  the  door  and  opened  it.  He  poked  his  head  out  in  the corridor. Nothing. “I don’t see anything.” 

“I need police protection too. My daughter-in-law didn’t dare come in because you were here. I know it.” 

Raj  didn’t  see  anything  that  could  justify  her  behavior;  she  had  to  be hallucinating, as the nurse said. “Look, you’re safe here. I’ll tell the nurses that  you  don’t  want  any  visit  from  your  daughter-in-law.  That  way  they won’t  let  her  in,  and  they’ll  see  you’re  not  ill.  Do  you  think  it’s  a  good idea?” 

She  looked  sideways.  “If  you  say  so.  I  know  I  can  trust  you.”  A  cold hand gripped his arm. “Don’t go, gorgeous, can’t you stay a little longer? 

It’s  so  nice  to  talk  with  someone  who  believes  me.”  Ms.  Owen  looked  at him with loving eyes. 

This  was  enough  for  Raj  to  bolt  out  of  the  room  with  a  lame  excuse. 

This woman was too overwhelming for his liking. He had to speak with the doctor  in  charge  to  move  her  elsewhere.  He  also  wanted  to  ascertain whether  Ms.  Rigby  could  have  been  conscious  for  a  moment,  if  it  was possible  to  determine  that  at  all.  There  had  been  a  visitor,  of  that  he  was convinced, but who would have known so soon where to find Ms. Rigby? 

Only  someone  who  knew  she  was  hurt  because  they  caused  it  or  were  an accomplice. There was only one local hospital nearby, making the choice to check it natural. 

 All  that  for  a  parrot ,  he  thought.  He  wasn’t  one  to  believe  all  those stories  of  witness  parrots  that  knew  too  much  or  held  a  clue,  but  at  this point he didn’t rule that out either. An old parrot wasn’t a good candidate for  the  pet  trade.  After  posting  a  nurse  at  the  door,  he  searched  for  the doctor.  Ms.  Owen’s  unusually  short  fingers  troubled  him;  he  had  seen identical ones up close only recently, and it was a traumatizing experience he had clearly chosen to obliterate from his mind. 



*



Maggie warned the police officer who had just knocked on the shed door that it might be best for him to wait outside until they put Lulu into a cage to  avoid  a  similar  fate  as  Sergeant  Humphries,  given  Lulu’s  view  of uniforms. From the safety of her cage, Lulu tried to reach Adam’s fingers with her sharp beak as he closed its door. 

Adam retrieved his hand as if he had touched a burning cage. “Maggie, we need to get this bird to a quiet place; it’s really stressed now.” 

“That was my plan. I’ll put her in my spare room. It’s the quietest part of  the  house,  and  that  way  I  can  prevent  the  dogs  from  annoying  her  by keeping them downstairs. I’m worried about transferring her from this small cage  to  the  big  one.  I  always  wanted  a  parrot,  but  now  I  realize  how difficult they can be.” 

“Lulu seems to like you, though, so don’t worry, just stay calm. Did you see  a  cloth  we  could  use  to  put  on  the  cage?  Covering  it  should  help  her calm down.” 

Maggie pulled the curtain to one side. “What about the curtain? That’ll do for now.” 

The drapery and railing all came down in one heap of dust. “Not very well fixed, and it’s been hanging for a while.” She squatted and lifted the material to her nose. “Pew, it might be too smelly for the bird, unless…it’s not the curtain I smell.” She sniffed again. “It’s the formic acid-type smell I smelled earlier, and it gets stronger as I bend.” 

On  all  fours,  she  sniffed  the  air  above  the  floor,  casting  the  curtain aside. “A hinge, look! That’s what I felt under my knee earlier. This must be a  trap  door.  The  smell  comes  from  the  space  behind  or  under  it.  Not  the best-ventilated place, it seems to me.” 

“What’s  happening  in  there!  Do  I  need  to  call  for  help?”  the  police officer asked, knocking on the door again. 

“We’re fine, just got the bird in its cage.” In a low voice Adam added, 

“Maggie,  we  shouldn’t  hang  about,  just  deal  with  poor  Lulu.”  Then  in  a loud  voice  for  the  constable  to  hear,  “Just  making  sure  the  cage  is  well locked and Maggie’ll bring it to her car—now!” Adam said with authority. 

“I’ll go straight home, but maybe you could ask him to look at what’s in the  trap  and  behind  that  door?  There  must  be  another  room  there.”  She pointed  to  the  metal  door  behind  the  curtain.  She  was  convinced  it  didn’t open to the outside, since the room felt smaller than the size of the building. 

“Can I come in now?” the police officer asked. “I’d like to check this place out. We haven’t found much in the house, or at least nothing seems to have been stolen aside from the attempt on the parrot.” 

“Hang on a second,” Adam said. He picked up the drapery, slid it off its railing, and covered the cage. “Hold the cage from above and below. I’ll go with you so that you don’t trip on the cloth. Can you open the door for us, Officer?” 

Maggie held on to the cage as firmly as she could with Adam close by, holding on to the material as if he were carrying a wedding train. The police officer couldn’t hold back a smile at the sight. To Maggie’s relief, he didn’t stop them but saluted them as they walked by. 

“What  happened  in  here?  Did  a  bear  get  locked  in  your  car?”  Adam asked as they reached her truck. 

Maggie had seen pictures of damage due to bears breaking into cars in search of the food left in them. It certainly resembled it. It wasn’t the first beating her old Ford truck had received, but this time she’d have to replace

the  seat  covers  completely.  In  the  urgency,  she  hadn’t  even  realized  how bad it was; it wasn’t just her cushion that was shredded to pieces. 

“Lulu,  I  left  her  in  the  car  on  her  own…when  I  was  treating  Sergeant Humphries’s injury. I wasn’t exaggerating over the phone when I said she was a monster.” 

“Well, you have to be careful. Maybe you should get the vet to see her. I noticed she has a broken feather, and with the rough handling, it’d be good to check if nothing else is amiss. He might also give her a sedative or think of something to reduce the stress she’s been through.” 

“Good idea. Matt must’ve been treating her over the years. He’ll know what to do. I’ve not seen him in a while.” Maggie smiled at the thought of Matt and Catherine’s wedding. It had been her first photography assignment when she had just moved back to her hometown from England. It had only been a year, but it felt like ages ago. 

“Right, the cage is secure this way. Better get a smaller cloth when you move her around in this cage, I can just see you fall with all this and Lulu escaping again.” 

“Yes, yes. Let me know if you find out what’s behind that door? And in all those little drawers, did you see they were all locked?” 

Adam  thrust  his  index  finger  at  Maggie.  “Maggie,  your  little fingerprints must be all over that room. Focus on Lulu for now.” 

“Don’t tell me you’re not wondering what Ms. Rigby is hiding in that place. It’s obvious to me that there’s something special in there.” 

“Many people keep drawers locked just in case people like you get too nosy! But I grant you, it did smell a bit odd. It must simply be a workshop nothing else, with tools locked up.” Adam tapped on the door. “Off you go. 

I’m on duty, don’t forget, and I only came out on the excuse to capture an escaped exotic pet…because of you.” 

Maggie  climbed  into  her  car  and  peered  over  the  steering  wheel, missing her prop-up cushion to compensate for the lack of adjustability of Big  Jay’s  old  chairs.  “No  comment.”  She  gestured  that  they  should  talk later, and off she drove, leaving Adam grinning away. 





 









Chapter Six







Sergeant Humphries sat back in his chair, analyzing his suspect from above his hand steeple. They were both silent. Anton stared back at the sergeant with a flinch in his foxy eyes, mimicking the sergeant’s position. It looked like a staring contest, which Sergeant Humphries sensed he might be losing if he wasn’t careful. 

“Mr. Boulanger, can you explain once more why you moved to Foxton and how you met Ms. Rigby?” 

“As I said, I saw a job ad for a mechanic at Barrie Brown’s garage. I wanted a change of scenery after working up north for a mining company. I guess you don’t get it; you’ve never been up there. Holly did. Her husband also quit the Yukon, from what she told me. That’s probably why she was happy to rent me a room; she understood what it really meant. You’ve got to be tough to stand working up north.” 

“I  do  understand  that,  but  why  Foxton  of  all  places?  Are  you  from here?” the sergeant asked. 

“No. But I heard it was a nice place to live, with all the lakes. And there was a job offer, remember. That’s a good enough reason for me.” 

“And how did you get that room at Ms. Rigby’s place? Did it come with the job?” 

“No. I just asked around, and the pharmacist told me about an old lady who  might  like  some  company  if  I  didn’t  mind  sharing  a  home  with  her. 

Not my first choice, but hey, it was a good offer, and it turns out she’s really a nice person.” 

“How long have you lived at Ms. Rigby’s?” 

“Is  that  relevant?  Why  are  you  wasting  your  and  my  time  with  those questions when you should be going after the person who hit Ms. Rigby? 

And what about Justin’s circle? Why aren’t you questioning them?” 

“Justin? Who’s this man?” 

Anton shoved his chair back. “I can’t believe it. Your constable tells me he’s  dead,  and  you  don’t  know  who  he  is?  Do  you  communicate  among yourselves?  Because  it  seems  you  really  need  to.  I’m  starting  to  wonder what I’m doing in this village!” 

Sergeant Humphries grew excited at the thought Anton was letting the cat out of the bag. He seemed to know who was dead before the police had identified the person. Either that, or Constable Gupta had screwed up and should  have  given  him  the  information,  the  thought  of  which  made  him boil. He jumped out, toppling his chair over, “Ah-ha, but no one is sure that the dead man is this Justin. This means I can see only one way you know this…you hit him and killed him like you nearly did Ms. Rigby!” 

“Oh,  no!  I  was  repairing  a  car,  remember?  Of  course,  I  told  your constable that, and he didn’t tell you.” Anton sighed. “And although Barrie wasn’t there all the time to hold my hand—I couldn’t have gone back and forth  during  the  time  Barrie  was  gone  from  the  garage—how  often  do  I need to tell ya this? The only reason I mentioned this guy is that he’s been visiting Holly frequently the past week. And I don’t like him. He was too inquisitive to be genuinely interested in her. I know the type. He spotted a generous person, and he was going to milk her as much as he could.” 

“There you have it. Not only did you have the opportunity to kill him, but you also have a motive: you were jealous! I know jealousy when I see it. You wanted Ms. Rigby all to yourself. We know her well, you see, and we look out for our villagers. She is, as you said, a kind-hearted person, but she’s also very smart, and that you don’t seem to take into account.” 

“All to myself!” Anton laughed. “Now that’s a view I could never even dream up. But again, it is really a village here, and you know what they say about villagers… Seriously, Sarge. You must be joking.” 

Sergeant Humphries heard his tummy rumble, reminding him he hadn’t eaten his lunch yet. He wanted to lock Anton up to teach him a lesson, but

he  didn’t  have  anything  on  him  at  this  point  in  time.  Even  his  arrogance wasn’t enough to book him, or was it…he pondered. He was still convinced that Anton was jealous of Justin, and if Justin wasn’t identified as the dead man, he might be worth chasing down as an accomplice in stealing the bird. 

“All right, he witnessed you stealing the bird, and you killed him, just as you knocked Ms. Rigby unconscious, only too hard this time, because you disliked  him.  Is  that  a  better  explanation?”  Sergeant  Humphries  asked, feeling pleased with himself. 

“No. I wasn’t there, I didn’t kill or hit anyone, and I didn’t steal a bird,” 

Anton said in a raised voice. 

“Fine,  you  don’t  want  to  admit  it.  What  about  Justin?  Still  no recollection of his last name?” 

Anton shook his head. 

“What do you know about him? You must’ve met him several times to decide you disliked him.” 

Anton signed heavily. “Before I say anything more, I demand to know if Ms. Rigby is all right. You interrupted my call to the hospital, and I have the right to know. I live in her home. I’m her tenant and friend.” 

“She  hasn’t  regained  consciousness  so  far  but  is  in  stable  condition. 

We’ve got police surveillance in place to watch her room.” 

“Do you think someone really wants to kill her? Why?” 

“You tell me.” Sergeant Humphries swung around the chair and sat on it as  if  it  were  a  saddle.  He  rested  his  arms  on  its  back.  “What  about  this Justin?  What  do  you  know?  Given  the  circumstances,  I  suggest  you cooperate with us.” 

“I  don’t  know  him.  All  I  know  is  that  he  timed  his  visits  so  that  I wouldn’t be there.” 

“How  do  you  know  he  was  visiting  that  often  if  you  weren’t  there?” 

Sergeant Humphries wheeled his chair closer to Anton. 

“Because  she  told  me.  She  knew  I  didn’t  like  him,  and  she  was  open about the fact that he’d visit.” 

“What was the reason for his visits?” 

“I don’t know. She never wanted to talk about it. The first time I saw him, they only talked about the parrot and when her husband introduced her to  Lulu.  And  a  bit  about  that  time  when  her  husband  was  commuting between  the  Yukon  and  Foxton,  which  drove  Lulu  mad  each  time  he  left. 

She  loves  talking  about  Lulu.  It’s  the  best  way  to  gain  her  affection;  she views  Lulu  as  her  child,  maybe  because  she  doesn’t  have  any.  Maybe  he thought he’d get whatever he wanted out of Holly if he stole her bird and brought it back as a hero. The thief clearly didn’t know the true nature of this bird. Lulu doesn’t like many people and can defend herself very well!” 

Sergeant Humphries was reminded of his head wound. “Ah-ha, that’s it, stealing the parrot, of course. I knew it all along. Those birds can be lethal. 

A burglary gone horribly wrong…” 

Sergeant  Humphries’s  tummy  rumbled  once  more.  It  was  too  strong  a signal  to  resist.  He  was  satisfied  with  the  information  so  far.  Lulu  had defended  herself  and  Ms.  Rigby  from  the  thieves,  biting  one  and  causing another to fall to his death. As for Anton, it didn’t get him off the hook; he could easily have been an accomplice, since he knew the ins and outs of the house, but it was unlikely he had attempted to run away with the bird. He didn’t  have  any  bites  on  his  hand.  Sergeant  Humphries  remained  baffled that someone would want to steal that dreadful bird, but then again, he had met very strange individuals through the years. 

“You’re right, Sergeant, it sounds like you nailed it, and I therefore have nothing to do with it. Where’s Lulu? Has she been hurt? I need to know for when I visit Holly. It’ll be the first thing she’ll ask me.” 

“Ms.  Flanagan  is  taking  care  of  her.  The  bird  is  fine,  unlike  me.”  He pointed to his bandage. “I’ll warn my constable that you’ll be visiting Ms. 

Rigby. He’ll be sitting in on the visit.” 

“Ms. Flanagan, does she live on Otter Lake?” 

“Yes. Why do you need to know this?” Sergeant Humphries bit his lip, fearing he had said more than he ought to. If only he could have a bite to eat, he would be himself again… He said angrily, “You’re free to leave for now, unless you want me to change my mind. And you can’t go back home tonight. It’s still a crime scene.” 

“But if it isn’t mur—” 

“That’s all. Thank you.” Sergeant Humphries pointed to the door behind him. 

As  soon  as  Anton  reached  the  corridor,  Sergeant  Humphries  asked, 

“Where will you be staying, if we need to speak with you?” 

“I don’t know, Barrie Brown’s place, I guess. I’m not going anywhere…

not until Ms. Rigby is fine.” 

Sergeant  Humphries  headed  to  his  office,  looking  forward  to  the  fish and chips that were waiting for him, nicely packed in an insulated box to keep them warm on his desk. He had never tried heating them up before but would have to test it this time, although it might render the batter and fries soggy, which he really didn’t like. He could have been eating his lunch half an hour ago if Anton would have talked about the parrot sooner. 

Some  people  just  had  this  aggression  toward  police  officers  and  even seemed  to  like  appearing  guilty,  as  if  it  were  a  game.  Perhaps  it’s  the uniform,  he thought. If he were in plain clothes they might react differently. 

It  certainly  couldn’t  be  his  persona,  because  he  saw  himself  as  a  good listener,  an  ideal  person  to  confide  in,  never  assuming,  jumping  to conclusions, and wanting the last word…

He opened his door and to his dismay—his lunch had disappeared from his desk. Before he could chase the thief, the phone rang. It was his wife. 



*



Raj  had  managed  with  great  difficulty  to  get  hold  of  the  doctor.  It  was unusually busy at the emergency ward for an April. It wasn’t the time for cottagers  to  arrive   en  masse   to  open  their  second  homes  for  summer, which  would  typically  result  in  an  increase  in  visits  to  the  emergency  for DIY  injuries.  This  time,  it  was  as  if  a  group  of  local  elderly  women  had either fallen or lost their minds all at the same time. 

This included Ms. Owen. Her daughter-in-law had indeed brought her to the ward in the morning, and the doctor had talked about madness in front of Ms. Owen relating to the current strange outbreak, not specifically to her. 

Strangely,  the  doctor  admitted  to  not  asking  the  daughter-in-law  for  her name,  but  he  was  convinced  that  she  wasn’t  the  dangerous  person  her mother-in-law portrayed. The sudden overload in patients didn’t allow for a private room for Ms. Rigby. 

Raj tiptoed into Ms. Rigby’s room and was delighted to see Ms. Owen was  sound  asleep;  the  drug  they  had  given  her  had  taken  effect.  Then  he recognized  those  fingers  spread  on  the  sheet  and  that  contented  smile! 

Denis  Partridge,  the  dentist,  had  exactly  the  same  fingers.  Raj  had  visited him only a week ago for a painful tooth because he couldn’t postpone it any

longer. The dentist had told him then that he had difficulty finding the right rubber gloves for his hands, and it was a hereditary defect. 

She had to be his mother. If that was the case, then Tina, the journalist of the   Daily Stumble , Foxton’s newspaper, was her daughter-in-law, which would explain the difficult relationship. It would be easy to verify. 

He quietly moved to the other side of the curtain and sat down by Ms. 

Rigby’s  bedside.  Only  a  rhythmic  snoring  blended  with  the  beeps  of  the medical equipment. Ms. Rigby didn’t seem ready to talk yet, so instead he called  his  wife  Indira  to  give  her  news  about  Ms.  Rigby  and  find  out whether  she  had  seen  some  of  the  patients  who  were  stricken  by  the mysterious disease. 

“Yes,  I’m  in  the  hospital  next  to  Ms.  Rigby.  Don’t  worry,  she’s  just asleep now and will be fine. I can’t give you the details now but will later.” 

“I  know,  poor  Holly.  I  was  worried  sick  when  I  heard  the  news  from Barrie. Do they think she’ll make it?” 

“Yes, but we’ll only know once she wakes up how she really is. News always travels at warp speed with Barrie.” 

“Yes, but you know him. We only get bits and pieces of the story. He said  someone  died.  Is  she  in  danger?  Is  that  why  you’re  there?”  Indira asked. 

“Yes, but I don’t know if they really wanted to kill her. They seem to be after the parrot. Do you know of anything else they could want from her?” 

“No.  Unless  she’s  saved  a  huge  nest  egg  for  Lulu  in  case  something happens to her, I could see her do that. Where’s Lulu?” 

“At Maggie’s.” 

“Maggie’s?  I  hope  you’ve  also  sent  someone  to  protect  her,  otherwise she might be next on the list.” 

“Indira, it’s all under control. You don’t need to worry like that. Oh, and another  thing,  did  you  notice  any  clients  in  the  past  few  days  behaving strangely? Some of the older ones?” 

“What  do  you  mean?  They  were  as  chatty  as  ever  and  lingering,  like they normally do. Nothing unusual there.” 

“A  number  of  old  ladies  fell  because  they  fainted,  had  hallucinations, also some heart issues. Even Denis’s mom.” 

“Really? Ruth? I did see her two days ago for a prescription refill, and she seemed fine to me then. But Arthur, you know Adam’s godfather who

just got back on his island in the middle of Otter Lake?” 

“Yes, yes…how can I forget the cheese-smuggling story?” 

“He  was  worried  about  his  Bettie  because  she  was  all  of  a  sudden unwell after visiting Holly. She had been dizzy and had an upset stomach. It might be a mild form of the mysterious illness?” 

“Really?  At  Ms.  Rigby’s.”  He  looked  at  the  woman.  “But  it  can’t…” 

Raj was about to say that the illness could just have been a coincidence and nothing to do with a parrot theft, but something held him back, an intuition. 

Nothing made sense in this case. He felt beads of worry trickle down his sideburns,  as  Indira  called  the  drops  of  sweat  that  formed  alongside  his temples when he was anxious. If the thief could hit an old woman on the head and kill Justin, that is if the dead man was indeed Justin, then why not kill another person for a bird? Which meant Maggie might be in danger too, and he only had one lead, Anton…

“Raj, are you still there? I hate it when you don’t finish your sentence. It can’t what?” 

“I  can’t  explain  now.  Just  keep  an  eye  out  for  strange  behavior,  and make sure you lock the pharmacy well before leaving tonight.” 

“Raj, I’m worried now. I’ll get in touch with Maggie.” 

“Don’t  worry.  I  think  I  saw  Holly’s  finger  move,  got  to  go!”  Raj exclaimed. 

“Holly, can you hear me? It’s Raj. If only you could wake up. We’d be able to catch who did this to you. Why did they want to steal your Lulu? 

Who  visited  you?  Anton?  To  finish  what  he  had  started?  The  thief?  But why?” He squeezed her hand. “You can hear me. I felt you move. You have to wake up. We need you. Lulu needs you.” 

Again,  a  slight  movement  in  her  hand  at  the  word   Lulu .  Raj  kept talking about Lulu, since only her name seemed to have an effect. If only he could find a way to bring Lulu to her in this room. He was sure she was the key he needed to unlock Holly, but also the entire theft. 

Maggie  would  be  his  answer.  She  could  smuggle  the  bird  in,  and  Raj would be there to witness Holly waking up and hear her side of the story. 

Having  a  plan  lifted  his  spirits.  Raj  fumbled  with  his  phone  as  he  called Sergeant Humphries to request a replacement for him at Ms. Rigby’s door with the excuse that he had to check up on Maggie. He bit his lip when he

realized he had chosen the worst moment to call the sergeant, hearing his voice shout. 

“Gupta. Why didn’t you tell me about this Justin? It’s your duty to keep me  informed  about  EVERYTHING  that’s  happening  in  this  case.  You should know better. Also, I want this parrot locked up in a safe place before it hurts anyone else.” 

“Sir,  that’s  what  I  wanted  to  talk  to  you  about.  Ms.  Flanagan’s  the perfect person to take care of it, but we should protect her should the thief try to steal the bird again. Unless you want me to bring the bird to the police station,  and  that  way  everyone  would  be  safe?”  Raj  smiled  at  his  own cunning. 

“What!  No  way,  not  at  the  police  station.  You  hear  me?”  the  sergeant shouted. 

“But sir, maybe the parrot can talk—” 

“No, no, and no! Leave it where it is for now. We’ve got enough trouble with it so far. I want you to find out whether this dead man is indeed Justin and everything else about him. We don’t even have a last name! If you ever want to become a detective, you have to prove yourself. So far you’ve got nothing to show for it in this case. I’m doing everything again.” 

“But sir, how can I do research from the hospital? If you could replace me here, then I’ll get all the info you want.” 

“Fine, I’ll send someone.” 

“There’s another mystery here, it might be related.” 

“Another mystery. Ha, they keep piling up! Bring it on! While you’re at it,  you  can  also  figure  out  how  my  fish  and  chips  disappeared  from  my desk. Now that is a mystery. If only I can catch the one who ate it! Get back here right away, this is an order!” 

Raj  instantly  regretted  having  called  him.  He  wasn’t  as  cunning  as  he thought.  He  no  longer  could  go  to  Maggie’s  and  would  be  stuck  in  the station with a ravenous Sergeant Humphries, ready to make minced meat of him,  and  no  one  had  arrived  yet  to  watch  the  door—or  so  he  thought.  A plump  head  popped  through  the  door,  but  this  time  without  his  torture equipment. Denis Partridge smiled broadly. “I’ve come to see Mom.” 

“Good,  and  you  can  do  something  else  for  me,  after  all  the  pain  you inflicted last week,” Raj said jokingly and explained the situation as briefly

as  he  could  before  leaving  a  gobsmacked  Denis  sitting  in  the  middle  of room between the two old ladies. 





 









Chapter Seven







Maggie  succeeded  in  making  Lulu  as  comfortable  as  possible  in  her  old childhood bedroom. It was the quietest room in the house, and access to it could be blocked so that Beans and Carrot wouldn’t be able to bother Lulu by scratching on the door or barking behind it. Only recently, Maggie had cleared it out completely to change it into a proper guest room. Although she  kept  some  memorabilia  from  her  past,  like  her  old  desk  and  a  few trinkets, she had given away the rest of the furniture. 

She  cherished  her  happy  childhood  spent  in  this  log  home,  but  it  was time  to  change  it  into  her  home,  not  a  shrine  to  her  parents.  She  couldn’t transform it all at once but was determined to modernize her place and get rid of the clutter of time. She had already redone the kitchen and bathrooms and was ready to turn the page on the old relics of the past and pick what she really liked as furniture. 

Lulu’s large cage was now in the corner of the room on a table. From it, the bird could see the large maple tree just outside the window and perhaps enjoy the sight of the wild birds returning for spring. At least that was what Maggie imagined when she had put her head at the cage level to check what Lulu would have as a view. The wooden floor was gleaming with its fresh beeswax polish. All the logs had been thoroughly cleaned. 

There were no curtains or blinds yet on the windows, but Maggie had found  a  clean  sheet  to  cover  Lulu’s  cage  for  the  night.  She  had  put  her

comfy big armchair in the room with the idea of spending some time talking to Lulu and keeping her company. Next to it she had set up her music player with a selection of soft music she could switch on or off remotely. 

“There, Lulu, this is your new home. You like guitar music, I remember, so maybe you like this from Paco de Lucia.” She switched the sound on. 

Lulu tilted her head from one side to the other, listening. 

“You  know,  I  always  wanted  a  parrot;  maybe  you’ll  train  me  to  be  a good  bird  owner.  You’ve  showed  me  so  far  it  isn’t  easy.  Don’t  worry,  I won’t leave you here all the time, just until Matt, you know the vet, comes to check you out, which should be very soon, I hope. Look, fresh water and some fruit.” Maggie wiggled her finger in the bowl of water before closing the cage. 

Lulu  looked  down  at  the  bowls  from  her  swinging  perch  at  the  top  of the cage. She wasn’t talking, but fortunately she had stopped screaming as soon as she climbed into her cage. She seemed to be sulking, but her body was no longer long and tense. Seeing that she started preening her injured feather, Maggie walked out slowly. “Be a good girl, Lulu.” 

Lulu was still busy with her feather when Maggie closed the door gently behind her and ran down to the kitchen when she heard a loud noise, as if something had fallen. 

“Carrot, Beans, what did you do! That’s really bad. I didn’t know you’d be so jealous.” 

Beans, her little terrier, had put her paws over her eyes, lying flat like a pancake, and Carrot, the Irish setter, was sitting looking away and now and then glancing at Maggie with arched brows betraying his guilt. 

Maggie  picked  up  Lulu’s  treasure  box.  She  had  left  it  on  the  kitchen table, but somehow the pair had managed to get to it. Perhaps Lulu’s smell was on it. The small wooden trunk wasn’t damaged, but the fall had opened the lock. 

Beans’s  nose  twitched  and  nudged  an  object  just  next  to  her.  It  was white and slimy from the dog’s saliva, as if Beans had tried to chew it. It looked like a rock. Upon closer inspection, it was more like a bone…a well-preserved  bone.  There  was  another  piece,  but  this  was  different.  It  had  a cylindrical  shape  with  a  smooth  outer  layer,  and  its  top  and  base  were rough. Maggie bent down in search of other items that might have escaped or been taken by the dogs. 

Sure  enough,  Carrot  hadn’t  sat  like  that  to  receive  his  scolding; something stuck out from under his red rump. “Carrot, what is it? Move it.” 

Maggie  pushed  the  dog  away.  He  then  wagged  his  tail,  sniffing  at  the object. 

“No. You’re still bad. Go and sit over there,” Maggie chided. “It looks like a huge tooth with a piece chipped off.” She lifted the object in search of missing  pieces  and  said,  “I  hope  you  didn’t  swallow  any  of  this!  Beans, what’s in your mouth?” 

She  picked  both  dogs  by  their  collars  and  led  them  to  the  mudroom. 

“Sit.” She searched Carrot, who was like a statue, accepting his punishment. 

Next was Beans. 

“Beans, open. I said open!” Maggie tried to pry open the strong jaw of her terrier, but it was impossible. Beans could be so stubborn and naughty. 

She had to trick her somehow. There was one thing Beans didn’t like, and it was when Maggie blew in her little ears. She lifted the brown flap that was pointed  toward  her.  She  didn’t  even  need  to  blow.  Beans  shook  her  head vigorously  and  opened  her  mouth  just  enough  that  Maggie  could  slip  her hand in and grab a hard object. 

The wet object had a shape of a huge canine, with a pointy tip. It was still  in  one  piece.  The  arrival  of  a  car  diverted  Beans’s  attention  from recapturing  her  prize.  They  both  barked  at  the  entrance  door,  jumping  up and down as if their paws were mounted on springs. Maggie let them out, thinking it was Matt. 

She slipped the object into her pocket and watched her dogs circling a car  she  didn’t  know  and  chasing  it  away  from  the  yard.  Maggie  whistled and  jogged  down  her  driveway  in  pursuit  of  the  vehicle.  As  soon  as  she approached within a few meters, the golden Pontiac accelerated, spewing a cloud of dirt into Maggie’s face. 

The  driver  must  have  seen  her  in  his  or  her  rear-view  mirror,  so  why accelerate  that  way?  She  stood  for  a  moment  on  the  curb,  watching  it disappear  without  a  chance  to  take  down  its  license  plate  number.  She shrugged. It could always have been a delivery person who was mistaken; these days they didn’t always drive big white vans with logos on them. 

Hearing an engine sound, she turned around. This time it was Matt in his  rusted  old  Ford.  There  was  hardly  any  part  of  the  car  that  wasn’t corroded.  The  veterinary  practice  sticker  on  the  side  of  his  door  was  the

only element that didn’t need to be fixed. Beans and Carrot were prancing up and down with excitement, very different from when they visited him at his practice. 

“Hey, Maggie, did you see the mother bear with three tiny cubs? I think they were heading this way.” He climbed out of his car, pointing toward the hilly  road  lined  with  red  maples,  their  early  blossoms  tinting  their  gray branches with a hue of red against the blue sky. 

“No,  they  probably  got  scared  of  the  car.  I’d  have  liked  to  see  them.” 

Maggie scanned the woods for moving black masses, but she could only see old trees stumps that used to fool her as a kid, thinking they were bears. 

“You’re still hanging on to your car? Even for Barrie this is too far gone to repair.” 

“I know, but I’m driving it to the end. It always gets so messy with the animals  anyway.  So  they  got  you  to  take  care  of  Lulu…”  He  raised  an eyebrow  as  if  he  wasn’t  envying  her  task.  “Poor  Holly.  I  heard.  Terrible, terrible. Exotic pets like that are becoming targets. I’ve had a few cases I had to report.” 

“Even a bird as old as Lulu? Isn’t she already in her fifties?” 

“Fifty-nine is the estimate. But physically it can be difficult to tell their age, so they steal them first and then realize this type of bird is very hard to handle—often  too  many  acquired  habits,  for  a  start—and  become  cranky with new potential owners. Lulu definitely suffers from the crankiness. You said she was hurt; better see her quickly.” 

“Only her wing, I think, a feather. But I didn’t dare handle her to check. 

She has a very sharp beak and attacked Sergeant Humphries. When Holly was there, Lulu was very sweet, but now she’s aggressive.” 

Matt smiled. “I shouldn’t smile. I hope Humphries isn’t badly hurt, but Lulu hates uniforms. From what I gather, Holly’s husband might’ve trained her  to  watch  out  for  cops  and  any  uniform.  She’s  not  an  easy  parrot  to befriend.” 

“Really?  Her  husband  seems  to  be  this  elusive,  mysterious  man.  It’s unclear to me if he’s alive or not. I’ve only seen a painting of a man next to a tent with a bird like Holly. Is he an explorer?” 

“No, he worked in mines all over the world, and he might still be alive. 

Who knows?” 

“I always thought Holly was a widow, since I was a child. That’s not the case?” 

“All I know is that his departure coincided with Lulu’s arrival in Holly’s care. And I only know that because I saw the old vet’s records when I took over the practice. It was so unusual to see a parrot at the time in Foxton that he described the event in great detail. It was traumatic for Lulu because she was really Holly’s husband’s bird, and it took years for Holly to build the strong relationship they have now.” 

“What if her husband tried to steal Lulu back?” 

“I doubt it. Given what you told me, Lulu’d never have tried to escape his hold and would even have flown after him. Keep Lulu away from the dogs  for  now;  she’s  not  used  to  other  animals  like  that.”  Matt  rubbed Beans’s little head as he cradled her against his expanding belly. Perhaps he was growing it in support of his wife Catherine’s growing baby bump. 

Having  locked  her  four-legged  friends  in  the  kitchen,  Maggie  showed Matt the way to the door of the sun-drenched room. “Here she is.” 

“Hallo, hallo.” Lulu walked sideways on her perch, clearly recognizing him. 

“She’s speaking again!” Maggie said, delighted. 

“Hey, Lulu, pretty bird, you don’t look too bad.” Matt opened the door and  presented  her  with  an  inviting  perch.  “Up.”  He  wiggled  his  finger slowly, and the bird hopped onto it without a fuss. 

Maggie  watched  in  awe  as  he  handled  her  firmly  but  tenderly.  He showed her Lulu’s wings, her fat reserves, and all the bird parts she needed to be aware of. She kept her hands in her pockets, still nervous about Lulu’s beak, having received a little nip when she had taken her out of the small cage. 

“She’s  fine.  No  harm  done.  Why  don’t  you  hold  her?  Stick  out  your finger.” 

Maggie pulled out her hand from her pocket, and out rolled the object she  had  retrieved  from  the  dog’s  mouth.  Lulu  flew  down  to  it,  walking around it curiously. 

“It’s one of her toys. I found it in Lulu’s treasure box.” 

Matt  picked  it  up.  “No,  no  that’s  not  a  toy  for  a  parrot.  That’s interesting. I’ve never seen one like this before.” 

“What is it? It looks like a large tooth. It has to be fake, like the ones Denis has for education purposes.” 

“It’s a molar. I think it’s a beautiful fossil of a tooth.” Matt walked to the window  to  inspect  it  in  the  light.  “There’s  recent  chip  in  it,  otherwise  it’s been preserved beautifully.” 

Maggie omitted to say that the damage was most likely caused by the dog’s  bite.  “You’ve  got  to  take  a  look  at  the  other  two  pieces  in  the  box. 

They’ve  got  to  be  fossils  too.  What  kind  of  animal  would  have  such  a tooth? It’s huge. What about those eight pointy bits? Is it really a molar, and if so, they really aren’t worn down?” 

“That’s why it makes me think of a mastodon rather than a mammoth. 

The  crown  has  pointed  cones  to  eat  wood,  whereas  mammoths  have  flat molars for grass. Can I see the other ones? I’m a bit of a collector of fossils myself.  You  know,  bones  and  skeletons.  I  like  that  kind  of  stuff.”  Matt smiled while Maggie held her breath. “Look, Lulu’s on your shoulder, that’s great. You really don’t need to be afraid to handle her. But you do have to remember you need to show her who’s the boss, otherwise she’ll take over and then, well, good luck…and she needs a lot of company. Do you think you can manage that?” 

“I might get Adam to keep the dogs for me; that way I can spend more time with her until Holly gets better. I promised her I’d take care of Lulu if something happened to her without knowing what it really entails. I had this romantic idea of a pet parrot, but now I’m not so sure I’m cut out for it.” 

“It’s  not  easy,  especially  with  an  old  bird  like  her.  But  I’m  sure  it’ll work out.” Matt put the bird back into its cage. 

Having taken note of Matt’s care instructions, they walked down to the kitchen. They both seemed quite curious to find out what the other objects in the box were. Matt appeared to have all the time in the world when she placed the objects in front of him on the kitchen table. He squinted, his nose nearly against the fossil. “Do you have a magnifying lens?” 

“Do  I?  Come  to  my  office.  The  lighting  is  better,  and  I  also  have  a microscope. I’ve been exploring microphotography. The tiny world can be so beautiful.” 

Matt followed her into the immaculate room with its white walls, tiled bench, and sink. She had spent the winter transforming the room into a lab, 

where  she  planned  to  combine  photography  with  her  knowledge  of microbiology. 

“Wow,  you’re  hired.  I  can  send  you  my  samples  to  analyze  then…” 

Matt  laughed.  “It’s  not  just  for  photography.  I  see  you  have  reagents  for microbe  analysis.  If  you  miss  your  old  job,  you  can  always  work  for  me. 

Some of the animals have fascinating microbiomes.” 

“Yes, I know it looks over-the-top, but, well, you’ve got your liking for bones,  and  I  have  it  for  the  tiny  world  of  microbes  and  anything  alive, really, big or small.” 

“That’s a perfect lab for fossils analysis too.” 

“You’ve  got  a  fellow  fossil  collector,  I  think.  You  should  see  Holly’s shed,  packed  with  little  drawers  that  have  to  be  filled  with  fossils  of  all kinds, a glimpse into the past that’s best kept under lock and key.” 

“She never wanted to talk about fossils with me. Are you sure? Well, if those are hers, it must be true.” Matt looked at the long, thin bone through the microscope. “She’s got many secrets.” 

“Where would she have found those, do you think?” 

“This one looks like a piece of bone. I can’t tell. I’d bet it’s really old. 

The tooth, if it’s a mastodon’s like I think it is, well, it could even be from here—well,  more  likely  up  north.  I  know  they’re  finding  lots  of  good-quality  skeletons  in  the  Yukon.  I’m  planning  a  trip  there,  that  is  if  I  can convince Catherine to go fossil-hunting with me among the mosquitoes this summer.” 

“But isn’t the baby due in a month?” 

“Yes, and she might want me out of the way for a bit, so I might go up there myself.” He swung around the chair. “What about you? How about a trip to Whitehorse and around there? Lots of wildlife to photograph too.” 

“Not sure Catherine would like it.” Maggie scratched her arm just at the thought  of  the  swarms  of  mossies.  “And  summer’s  my  busiest  season  for photo jobs with everyone back in their cottages with parties and weddings. 

But tell me, are those pieces valuable?” 

“Yes, they could be. Although ideally you’d really want the entire tooth, not a piece of it, or, better, a mammoth tusk. That’s hot at the moment.” 

Maggie raised the cylindrical canine-looking fossil. “Could this be the tip of one? How can you tell the difference from an elephant’s tusk?” 

“There’s  a  difference,  but  it  can  be  hard  to  tell.  I’ve  only  seen  it  in pictures. What we need is a proper paleontologist to tell us what all this is. 

No, this is something else. Rather pointy and narrow for a walrus. I don’t know.” 

Maggie put the items back in the box. “They’re not mine. I’d first have to ask Holly about it. Because of what’s written on the box, I thought it was full  of  Lulu’s  toys,  but  now  I  think  it  might  be  something  a  lot  dearer  to Holly.  And  the  lock  is  broken.  I  don’t  know  how  I’ll  explain  that.”  She sighed. 

“I can’t help. But if Lulu is too much for you, or if you notice anything strange  in  her  behavior,  let  me  know.”  Matt  took  one  glance  at  the  huge clock on the wall and was off before Maggie could bombard him with her ever-growing number of questions. 

If Holly’s husband was alive, why hadn’t she talked about him? Did the previous vet leave any clues about him? Could he be linked to the attempted theft? All of a sudden, she felt a chill down her back. 

Was  the  person  driving  the  golden  Pontiac  on  a  reconnaissance  trip? 

Could it be the same person she intercepted? Now the idea of asking Adam to keep her dogs felt far less appealing. No dogs, no protection…

She dialed the hospital for news of Ms. Rigby. 

 









Chapter Eight







Just  to  be  on  the  safe  side,  Raj  had  picked  up  a  hot  lunch  for  Sergeant Humphries at The Twins Fish & Chips. The restaurant was named after the sergeant, Hubert, and his twin, Larry, by their father, Humphries senior, in the hope his twins would get along with each other and eventually run the place. It was a dream that everyone but him knew was unlikely to occur the day  Humphries  senior  tried  to  convince  Larry  to  move  to  Foxton  as  the chef, and Larry stated that he would never leave the big city to become, in his words, “a hillbilly” like his brother. This led to a physical fight between the  brothers.  Their  mother  jumped  in  between  them,  as  she  always  had since they were kids, and since neither of them would dare touch their dear mom, they backed off once again. 

It turned out to be positive for their mother, who, after years of being in Humphries  senior’s  shadow,  took  the  restaurant’s  helm  and  enjoyed  every bit of being in command for once. She was very good at it, and the business had  been  thriving  even  during  winter,  when  fewer  people  typically sojourned in Foxton. 

Raj pushed open the glass door of the police office, laden with a bag full of two fresh Twin specials, one for the sergeant and one he couldn’t refuse the sergeant’s mother, despite having told her he had had lunch already. The constable on duty looked up from her desk and said, “Not that smell of fish again! I just got rid of one of those a moment ago.” 

Raj shook his head slowly. “That wasn’t a good idea. Do not ever, ever again remove anything edible from the sergeant’s desk.” In a lower voice he said, “If you want to have a good day. Trust me.” 

“What’s  going  on  in  here?  If  I  catch—”  Sergeant  Humphries  stopped and sniffed. “I know it’s here. I can tell. That appetizing smell. Gupta! You took—” 

“No, sir, here.” Raj dangled the bag under Sergeant Humphries’s nose. 

“Your mother sent those for you at the thought you’d have no time to eat lunch today with all what happened.” 

Sergeant Humphries’s eyes lit up while the constable nodded at Raj with a silent thank-you. 

The sergeant poked his head into the bag. “Two of them. Now that’s a bit much…she’s so sweet, my mother.” He pulled out one of them and put it in  front  of  the  constable  on  duty.  “Here,  you’ve  got  to  try  one.  You’ll  be hooked!”  He  walked  away  with  a  spring  in  his  step,  leaving  the  poor woman with a disgusted face and Raj holding back his laughter. 

Feeling a little pity for the woman, Raj took the box away. “I’ll eat it. It was meant for me anyway. You’ve only got one more month here, so just tell him you liked it. He thinks the world of it. Don’t worry, I know you’re a vegan. He’ll never register that. Can you check whether there’s any news on the postmortem?” 

“Thanks, will do. I don’t know how you manage to work with him,” she said in a low voice. 

“He’s all right, you just need to get to know him better. We’ve all got our little quirks. I’ll be at the back if you need me.” 

After gobbling down the tasty lunch with a promise to himself that he would  go  for  a  run  after  work  to  compensate,  Raj  redoubled  his  effort  to find out whose body it was. It was very strange that the man in the kitchen didn’t have any identification on him, and he didn’t seem to have come with a  vehicle.  He  spread  the  bagged  evidence  on  his  desk.  A  smartphone,  an entrance door badge with no markings on it, a museum card with the details of  a  professor  in  anthropology,  Professor  J.  Berns,  and  a  folded  piece  of paper with sketches of feathers on it. 

There  was  still  no  reply  in  his  inbox  from  the  professor.  He  had  tried unlocking  the  phone  without  any  success  and  would  have  to  wait  for forensics for that. The man’s fingerprints didn’t match any on file. Raj put

the picture of the man’s tattooed hand next to the sketch of the feather. It appeared  to  be  from  the  same  artist  and  the  one  that  Barrie  had  sent  him details of. 

He specialized in feather designs. Perhaps the deceased was planning on expanding  his  feather  collection  and  had  met  up  with  Feather  Touch,  the artist’s name. Raj chose to delegate the job of finding out whether Feather Touch,  whoever  he  was,  had  any  information  on  the  dead  man,  to  the constable  on  duty,  because  he  had  an  idea  to  test  on  the  sergeant,  who happened to walk into his room with a contented face. 

“Sergeant,  can  we  get  Anton  Boulanger  to  do  an  identification  of  the body?  And  also  show  him  this  guy.”  He  turned  around  the  laptop  for  the sergeant to see the man. “I’ve never seen him around, have you?” 

The sergeant leaned down, his fists on the table. “He also has a feather tattoo on his hand. I saw that, but we can’t see his face here; don’t you have other  pictures  of  him?  No,  this  isn’t  the  dead  man.  Why  are  you  wasting your time with this? Find out who this dead man really is. It shouldn’t be that difficult?” Sergeant Humphries asked, slapping the laptop closed. 

“That’s why I want Anton to see him.” Raj thought about Barrie; as a fallback, he might be able to identify him, but for now he preferred leaving him out of it. “Anton appeared so certain about who he was.” 

“Maybe,  maybe.  Arrange  it,  Gupta.”  As  he  walked  out,  he  swiveled around. “Has Ms. Flanagan come in for her statement yet?” 

“Not yet, but as soon as I get hold of her, I’ll make sure she comes and sees you. And while I was at the hospital, I heard about this strange illness affecting a number of villagers, elderly women mainly.” 

The sergeant touched his head and grimaced. “What illness? Has it got anything to do with the case? If not, it’s not my business. I’m not a doctor.” 

“I don’t know, it’s just that Ms. Owen, who’s sharing a room with Ms. 

Rigby, is suffering from it, and Bettie felt ill after visiting Ms. Rigby, and I’m wondering—” 

All  of  a  sudden  Sergeant  Humphries’s  face  turned  somber.  “Who’s  at the hospital keeping Ms. Rigby’s room?” 

“Eh, I asked you to send someone when you told me to find out who the dead  man  is.”  Raj  bit  his  lip;  his  defensive  reaction  was  too  quick.  He should never have accused the sergeant, even indirectly. 

“You shouldn’t have left your post until a replacement arrived, and I just saw all our staff is here!” 

Raj  was  aware  he  was  bobbing  his  head,  as  he  typically  did  when  he was insecure, from the sergeant’s glare at his hairline. “Ms. Rigby wasn’t alone. Denis Partridge had come to see his mother, Ms. Owen. I thought I could count on him to keep an eye until a constable got there…we can trust him.” 

“I hope for your sake nothing happened. I’ll go over there myself.” The sergeant stormed off. 



*



Maggie had made sure Lulu was properly locked in the room. The bird was asleep  after  the  calming  drug  Matt  had  given  her.  The  dogs  were  free  to roam around the lower part of the house to guard it while she went to the hospital to see Ms. Rigby and to the police station. Ms. Rigby had woken up and had been asking about Lulu nonstop until she was told Maggie was taking  care  of  her.  This  led  her  to  insist  on  seeing  Maggie  to  explain  her how to deal with her bird. While no visitors were allowed to see Ms. Rigby, an  exception  was  granted  to  Maggie,  with  the  hope  it  would  relax  Ms. 

Rigby and provide peace to the busy ward. 

Maggie walked toward the hospital, rehearsing how she would explain what  happened  to  the  treasure  box  and  its  contents  that  she  had  in  a  bag with  her.  The  nurse,  who  had  agreed  to  her  visit,  led  Maggie  to  the  last room of the corridor. 

Maggie  knocked  gently  on  the  door,  and  a  familiar  voice  replied, 

“Who’s this? If you aren’t medical staff, no visitors are allowed.” 

“It’s Maggie Flanagan. I’m authorized to see Ms. Rigby.” 

A  second  voice,  this  time  a  woman’s,  said,  “If  you  can  come  in,  then she can too. Maggie, come in!” 

Maggie opened the door. To the right of the room, sitting at the foot of his  mother’s  bed,  Denis  appeared  very  small  next  to  his  wife  Tina,  the journalist,  who  sat  upright  on  a  chair.  Tina  was  the  last  person  Maggie wished to see in such a context. 

To  the  left  of  the  curtain,  Ms.  Rigby  pushed  herself  onto  her  elbows. 

“Maggie  at  last,  is  that  really  you?  I  can’t  see  very  well  without  my

glasses.” 

Maggie  smiled  at  the  Partridges  and  gave  a  little  wave  to  Ms.  Rigby. 

“Yes, Holly, it’s me. Don’t worry, Lulu is fine and safe at my home. Matt saw her and confirmed that she wasn’t harmed.” 

Holly  closed  her  eyes  as  she  let  her  head  fall  back  onto  the  pillow, weakly saying, “Thank you. I’m so relieved.” 

Tina poked her head through the curtain. “The constable said no one can visit  Ms.  Rigby.  And  that  includes  you,  Maggie.  I’m  here  for  Ruth,  and Denis was asked to guard Ms. Rigby.” Tina turned around, addressing her husband. “Come on, Denis, say something!” 

“Tina, please. Holly wanted to see Maggie, and I didn’t let anyone else in.” 

A little voice from the bed said, “Yes, you did, your wife.” 

“Mom, you’re awake?” Denis asked. “How are you feeling?” 

“Much better if Tina would leave the room. She put me here in the first place, and I’m not mad,” Ruth said, pinching her lips. 

“Don’t be silly, you’re still unwell,” Tina said, lining up jams and butter cakes  on  the  night  table.  “I’ve  brought  you  some  nice  treats  I  know  you like.” She whispered to Maggie, “The doctor says she’s suffering from this weird  illness,  and  she  isn’t  the  only  one;  you  can  check  out  the  other rooms.” 

“I  can  hear  all  you  say,  Tina,  and  I  won’t  let  you  pack  me  in  a straitjacket  to  move  me  out  of  my  cottage.  I  know  exactly  what  you’re after.” Ruth waved her short index finger at the food Tina had put out. “You can keep all that for the kids. I’m not hungry.” 

“Mom, don’t worry. No one is trying to put you in a home. I promised you, I’ll make sure you get all the care you need in your cottage. You’ve been unwell, and you’re not the only one, it seems. Tina, maybe you should go. There’s too many people here now. I’m sure Maggie’d like to talk with Ms. Rigby quietly,” Denis said with a side smile toward Maggie. 

“All  right,  you  go,  Denis.  Don’t  you  have  patients  waiting  for  you?  I can sit here quietly and type my article. This illness might be a good story. 

I’ll prove to your mother that I’m NOT after her cottage,” Tina said with a long stare at Denis’s mother. 

It was pointless arguing with Tina; she would only dig in her heels even more. Maggie said, “Denis, we’ll be fine. With the two of us we can push

away any intruder.” 

“Are you really sure?” Denis asked. “Because Raj insisted I stay here, and I don’t want to get him into any trouble.” 

“Yes, don’t worry about Raj. I’ll be seeing him soon for my statement. 

Besides, that strange illness is intriguing. If you like, Tina, you can go and chat with the nurses to find more about it while I stay here.” 

Her  strategy  worked;  both  Denis  and  Tina  were  now  out  of  the  room, and  Maggie  could  finally  speak  with  Ms.  Rigby  in  peace—not  quite.  She had to contend with Ruth Owen, who suddenly seemed to be doing much better. She was propped up in bed, ready to take part in the conversation. 

Maggie  knew  Ruth  well,  since  she  had  spent  a  large  part  of  her childhood playing with Denis in her home. Ruth had always been kind to her and was very disappointed when Maggie broke up with Denis, her first sweetheart.  Ruth  had  warned  Maggie  she  was  making  a  big  mistake,  that Denis should become her husband because she wouldn’t find a better one. 

She  might  have  been  right  in  that  Maggie  hadn’t  been  very  lucky  in relationships and was still single since she got back to Foxton. She really liked Denis dearly, but as a friend, that is if she was allowed to. Tina was a formidable  barrier  to  their  renewed  friendship.  She  was  so  jealous,  and Maggie didn’t want to find herself in between the pair for fear of causing harm to what seemed to be a fairly happy marriage, with two lovely little boys. 

“Ruth,” Maggie took Ms. Owen’s hand, “can you promise me to keep all what is discussed in this room to yourself? There’s been a murder, you see, or at least that’s what I think. It’s not official yet, and Holly might be in danger. It’s really important. I know I can trust you.” 

“Of course, Maggie. You shouldn’t even ask. I told Holly to be wary of taking  a  young  man  as  a  lodger  in  her  home.  He  might  be  fine,  but  what about his contacts? I saw a friend of his when I visited Holly for our book club the other day. I didn’t like him at all, with a tattoo on the hand. Only a witch would’ve that on his body.” 

“What was it?” 

“A black crow’s feather, spooky.” 

“You  know,  this  might  be  very  important.  You’ve  got  to  tell  Sergeant Humphries about it. Do you remember his name?” 

“Justin something, I think.” 

“The  man  who  was  found  dead  had  a  tattoo  like  that,”  Maggie  said. 

“Does he live here?” 

From the other bed, Holly said in a weak voice, “Dead? Who’s dead? 

What happened?” 

“Holly, shhh, don’t strain yourself. The police will be here soon to ask you questions. When I came to your house with your portrait, I bumped into a  thief  trying  to  steal  Lulu.  That  person  got  away,  but  we  found  someone else lying in the kitchen, a tall man.” 

“Oh,  no.  Not  that  sweet  intelligent  boy.  He  must’ve  died  trying  to defend Lulu.” 

“Holly, he didn’t seem that intelligent to me. You really fall for all that sweet talk.” Ruth shook her head. “Justin made it clear he didn’t want me to hang around when I visited you. He wasn’t sweet about it when you left the living room to get the honey. Not that he said it in so many words, but I just felt it.” 

“It doesn’t matter now.” Maggie knitted her eyebrows as she looked at Ruth, then smiled at Holly. “But what does matter is what happened before you got hit on the head. Do you remember?” 

“No. It’s blurred.” 

“But you do remember someone trying to steal Lulu?” Maggie asked. 

“They tried a few times over the past week.” Her eyes filled with tears. 

“How is my dear Lulu? Is she safe?” 

“Like  I  said,  she’s  doing  very  well.  I’m  taking  care  of  her,  don’t  you worry,” Maggie said, lifting the bag with the treasure box onto her knees, hoping  it  might  trigger  Holly’s  fleeting  memory.  She  pulled  it  out  and placed it on the bed, but she didn’t expect the reaction it triggered, just as Sergeant Humphries walked in with Tina hot on his heels. 



 









Chapter Nine







“Where did you find that?” Holly shrieked. 

For the first time, Maggie perceived anger in her voice. 

“What  are  you  doing  here,  Ms.  Flanagan?”  Sergeant  Humphries bellowed with his hands on his hips. “Ms. Partridge here tells me that you asked her to leave so that you could speak alone with Ms. Rigby. This is a police enquiry, and as far as I can tell, you’re not one of my officers!” 

“Sorry,  Sergeant,  I  just  wanted  to  talk  to  Holly  about  her  parrot…” 

Maggie  said  nervously.  She  was  furious  at  Tina  and  at  her  own  self—she should have known better not to trust her in any way. 

“What’s  this  box  doing  here?  Didn’t  I  see  it  at  her  house?”  Sergeant Humphries asked as he picked it up and opened it. 

“Yes, where did you find it, Maggie?” Holly asked. “Sergeant, it’s mine. 

I want to look at it.” 

“I took it by mistake,” Maggie said. “It fell down from the top of your kitchen cabinets and nearly hit your head, Sergeant. I thought it was a box full of Lulu’s toys and it’d make Lulu feel at home to play with them.” 

Sergeant Humphries closed the lid. “Lulu’s treasure. That parrot again. 

You know, Ms. Rigby, your bird is dangerous. It attacked me.” He put the box on a chair next to Ms. Rigby’s bed. “I’m very happy you’ve woken up. 

I need to ask you some questions.” 

Maggie  and  Tina  were  standing  motionless,  as  if  they  both  hoped  the sergeant would have forgotten about them. He turned around. “Out. I want everybody out of this room aside from Ms. Rigby and myself.” 

“But Sergeant, my mother-in-law is ill. She can’t be moved out,” Tina said.  “I  want  to  be  here  with  her  when  the  doctor  visits  to  ask  him questions, any time now.” 

“No, no, and no. Ms. Partridge, you go out. And, well, Ms. Owen, you can’t help it.” 

Maggie  gently  pushed  the  larger-than-life  Tina  outside  as  she  tiptoed out, ceasing her opportunity to escape further explaining. She whispered up at Tina, “Come, we’d better get out of the way. Did you find out anything interesting about this disease?” 

“Well, I did, as a matter of fact. But why should I tell you, if you won’t tell me what’s going on with Holly and Humphries? I can smell a big case, and I don’t see why I shouldn’t be in on it.” Tina flung her tiny shoulder bag and crossed her arms as she leaned against the corridor wall very close to the door. 

“All  I  can  say  is  that  someone  died,”  Maggie  said.  “You’ll  find  out sooner or later, but for the details, you’ve got to speak with the sergeant. Do they know if it was a virus or other infection?” 

Tina raised an eyebrow and looked down at Maggie. “Let me guess, you were present when they found the body…as always.” 

Maggie thought Tina owed her one, since she had helped her out from being  wrongly  accused  of  mushroom  poisoning.  Tina  seemed  to  have forgotten all about it. “You know as well as I do we can get caught up in a terrible  affair  just  because  we  happened  to  be  there  or  teach  a  class  of mushroom-picking…” 

“You’re  not  going  to  bring  that  up.”  Tina  raised  her  voice.  “They showed  it  wasn’t  mushroom  poisoning  after  all,  so  I  was  in  the  clear  all along.” 

Maggie was always amazed how certain people often seemed to have an ego-friendly recollection of an event, with a particular tendency to twist the story in such a way that they would never be to blame, and in the end they were  always  right  in  their  own  eyes.  Maybe  it  was  a  self-preservation mechanism  to  maintain  self-confidence.  But  as  far  as  Maggie  was

concerned,  acknowledging  good  advice  and  admitting  one’s  errors  could lead to tremendous learning and evolution. 

“I shouldn’t have brought that up,” Maggie said. “I thought because of my  microbiology  background,  I  might  be  able  to  help  you  with  your investigation regarding this disease, that is if they don’t know what it is…” 

“I don’t need you for that. They think it’s poisoning of some sort. No bacteria.” 

“Bacteria  can  cause  poisoning  by  releasing  toxins,”  Maggie  said, grasping her window to get as much information as possible. “What if we could prevent more casualties by working together?” 

“It  seems  there  aren’t  anymore…no  new  cases.  If  we’re  going  to  join forces, what about the death? Could it be the result of a higher dose of the same poison affecting the others? In other words, a cover-up of a murder,” 

Tina  said,  extending  the  already  curled-up  corner  of  her  mouth  farther  up into her rosy cheek. 

“For  that  we’d  need  to  find  out  what  he  died  of  from  Sergeant Humphries, and I doubt—” 

“Shhh,” Tina said, putting her ear to the door to hear what caused voices to rise in the room. 

Maggie couldn’t resist the temptation and followed suit. Holly’s croaky voice  hit  Maggie’s  ear  bones.  “Why  bring  up  the  disappearance  of  my husband after all those years? Your predecessor didn’t figure it out, and you think you have? What’s he got to do with all this anyway? I’ve had enough of your incompetence and questions. Oh, my poor head.” 

The red lamp above the door lit up, nearly in sync with the arrival of the nurse,  who  seemed  to  have  popped  out  of  nowhere  to  catch  the  pair  red-handed.  “I’m  sure  you  both  can  tell  me  what’s  happening  in  there.”  She pushed  the  door  open.  “You  called,  Ms.  Rigby?  Are  you  feeling  unwell? 

Sergeant, don’t you see she’s pale and suffering? Can’t you let her rest and interview her once she’s better?” The nurse checked her monitors. “You’ve caused her heart rate to rise. Enough questioning.” 

A  red-faced  Sergeant  Humphries,  starkly  contrasting  with  the  white bandage across his scalp, stood up and said quietly, “I’m sorry, Ms. Rigby, but  if  it  weren’t  for  your  bird  none  of  this  would’ve  happened.  I’ve  also looked at the old file we have on your husband, and at the time it seemed that  this  parrot  might  hold  a  clue  as  to  what  happened.  If  that’s  the  case, 

why steal an old bird unless it has something to reveal? I’m convinced your husband is alive.” 

“Leave Lulu out of all this. She’s just a parrot with no secrets. Leave me alone.” Ms. Rigby looked away out the window. 

The alarm on the heart monitor went off. The nurse pushed the sergeant to  the  door.  “Sergeant,  this  time  it’s  enough,  you’re  causing  too  much distress.” 

Ms.  Owen  hadn’t  missed  a  word;  Maggie  could  tell  from  her  faded purple  eyes  rolling  back  and  forth.  She  nodded  to  Maggie  but  closed  her eyes  as  soon  as  Tina  looked  her  way.  The  door  shut  out  the  trio  into  the corridor, creating an awkward moment. It was as if Maggie wasn’t the only one  embarrassed  by  her  behavior,  and  each  one  hoped  the  other  wouldn’t comment. 

Tina broke the silence. “Sergeant, that is some news that you found her husband again. I remember reading in the papers from that time that a group of miners were investigated relating to missing gold, I believe. I’ll dig them up  again.  It  coincided  exactly  with  her  husband’s  disappearance.  My parents talked about it at the time.” 

“Well, yes, he did disappear after an incident at a mine, but you can’t publish any speculation. I’m not certain he tried to steal the bird…or of him having returned.” 

Maggie was reminded of the poor bird back at home. “Sergeant, do you think they might want to steal Lulu again?” 

“Yes, that’s a possibility.” 

“There was a car that drove up my driveway and sped away when I tried to catch up with it. Do you think they could’ve traced the parrot back to my place?” 

Tina  had  taken  out  a  little  moleskin  notebook,  and  the  noise  of  the pencil rushing over the paper, together with the thought that Tina might be jotting down every single word she said, irritated Maggie. “Should Tina be taking notes now, Sergeant? Isn’t this a police investigation?” 

“Absolutely not.” He took the notebook from Tina’s hands. 

“But  Sergeant,  you  can’t  do  that.  I  was  just  writing  down  a  note  to remind myself to look up the article. I swear. Look at it.” She tapped the red notebook with her pencil. 

“Enough,  you  two.  Ms.  Partridge,  do  not  print  anything,  if  you  don’t want  to  get  into  trouble.  And  as  for  you,  Ms.  Flanagan,  have  you  told anyone you’re keeping the parrot?” 

“Only everyone here, the vet, and Adam…” 

“Fine, then, no one will look for it at your home. I’m already short of officers to keep Ms. Rigby’s door. Guarding a parrot will definitely not be my priority.” 

“Can  I  speak  to  you  in  private?”  Maggie  asked.  “I  might  have  some information that would interest you from my chat with Ms. Rigby.” 

“And  I  have  some  very  interesting  information  on  the  mysterious poisoning that has been going on. I’m convinced the two are linked,” Tina said, jostling with Maggie for the sergeant’s attention. 

Without warning, Sergeant Humphries collapsed in front of them. Tina and Maggie were dragged down with him in the attempt to prevent his fall. 

“He must’ve fainted. It’s so hot in here, and he got a bad cut on his head today,” Maggie said, trying to retrieve herself from under his torso and rest his head on her coat, while Tina unbuttoned his shirt. 

“Did the murderer get away?” the sergeant grumbled, unaware that he had  a  brief  blackout  but  looking  bewildered  and  holding  his  chest.  “I’ve been shot in the chest.” 

Maggie  squeezed  Tina’s  arm.  “Get  the  nurse,  quick.”  She  gently prevented the sergeant from getting up. “No, Sergeant, no murderer around, but you might be having a heart attack.” 

It didn’t take long for the nurse and doctor to arrive to the rescue and whisk the sergeant away. Tina and Maggie stared at each other in disbelief. 

Tina  looked  distraught.  “I  can’t  believe  it.  What’s  going  on  here?  Okay,  I think we need to talk and tell each other all we know. The sergeant fainting like that, it’s one of the signs of the poisoning.” 

Maggie knew she had to tread carefully with Tina. It could be a ruse to get information out of her rather than wanting to collaborate. 

“Come  on,  Tina,  I  think  the  sergeant  might  truly  be  having  a  heart attack.  You  know  how  much  he  likes  food;  I  don’t  think  it’s  been  a  very good diet for his arteries. He’s in good care and was lucky to be here when it happened. Let’s go outside for some fresh air.” 

Maggie took in a deep breath. “I love this sweet smell from the maple trees, so typical of spring. It must be the sap gushing back up.” 

Tina had regained color on her peachy cheeks. “I know what you mean. 

Today I heard the first loon call on the lake. I love spring.” 

Maggie asked, “Did your mother-in law also faint? Who else from the village was affected, do you know?” 

“That’s  the  weird  thing.  They’re  all  part  of  the  book  club.  And  guess who’s the head of it: Ms. Rigby. So now you see why YOU should tell ME

what you saw at her place.” 

The  thought  of  inviting  Tina  into  her  house  to  discuss  their  finds  was completely crushing. How could she have been so naïve to think they could actually work together? Tina was on a mission to get a scoop, and if Maggie gave in, she would never get rid of her pestering for information. She had witnessed how tenacious Tina could be with Sergeant Humphries when she was  after  a  story.  He  seemed  to  have  his  ways  to  deal  with  her;  Tina couldn’t mess around too much with a law officer, but Maggie, yes. 

“I don’t see how the attempted theft of Lulu could be connected. Why don’t  you  focus  on  the  poisoning,  and  I  deal  with  the  bird  I  have  in  my care?”  Maggie  looked  at  her  watch.  Her  statement  at  the  police  station would have to wait. She was worried about Lulu. “I’ve left her over an hour now, far too long. It’s a new environment for her, and I don’t want anything to happen to her.” 

“I gave you information, but you haven’t told me a thing, Maggie—” 

The sight of a police car arriving gave Maggie an idea. She interrupted Tina.  “You  know  Sergeant  Humphries’s  wife,  Chantal,  well,  don’t  you?” 

Tina nodded. “Shouldn’t she be told about what happened to him?” 

“We’re good friends, yes.” Tina’s expression melted away as if she were living  Chantal’s  distress.  “Poor  thing,  she’s  going  to  worry  like  crazy.  I’d better call her.” 

That was enough to get rid of Tina, who completely ignored Maggie’s departure, too absorbed in reaching Chantal. Maggie raced to the police car, disappointed it wasn’t Raj. She explained the officer as clearly as she could what  happened  and  urged  him  to  post  himself  at  Ms.  Rigby’s  door  and inform Raj of Sergeant Humphries’s heart attack. 

Maggie was relieved to hear that Raj, as the second in command, was to replace  the  sergeant.  She  agreed  with  the  officer  that  given  the circumstances, she could delay giving her statement at the police station. 

She drove back as fast as she could, worried about Lulu and wondering what was so special about the box and its contents for Holly to react that way.  She  pulled  up  her  driveway  and  right  away  knew  something  was wrong…









 









Chapter Ten







The dogs didn’t bark as usual. Beans’s nose wasn’t thrust through the mail flap on the door for a louder sound effect, nor was Carrot’s low bark sliding past the draughty door to reach Maggie’s ears. She carefully walked up to her house and along the wraparound terrace. Still nothing, but no sign of a break-in so far. She peered through the kitchen window. 

There  on  the  floor  lay  the  furry  animals—motionless.  To  her  surprise, she pushed the door open without needing to unlock it. She rushed to her animals. They were still breathing and snoring loudly. Beans even seemed to  be  having  one  of  her  running  dreams,  her  sturdy  little  legs  flexing rhythmically. She tried waking them, but it was hopeless. 

Someone must have put them to sleep. That could only mean one thing: they had stolen Lulu. Maggie ran up the stairs, and only when she reached the  landing  did  she  consider  that  the  thief  might  still  be  there,  but  she brushed  that  thought  away,  not  having  seen  a  vehicle  parked  in  the  yard. 

She fumbled in her pocket for the key to Lulu’s door. 

An image of a white bicycle flashed in her mind. How could she have missed it? It was right in front of the entrance. This might also have been the way the murderer got away from Holly’s home. Maggie’s hand shook, and the keys rattled as she stared at the broken door. She thought of turning back and running out of the house for help when she heard a voice coming from the room, and it wasn’t Lulu’s. 

“Maggie? Is that you? Don’t be afraid, I mean no harm.” 

It was a raspy voice, rather loud, that reminded her of her grandfather when he spoke with his hearing aid switched off. 

Lulu’s unmistakable “Hallo” followed. 

Maggie plucked up the courage to push the door open, hearing that the parrot sounded calm and happy. In the middle of the room, on the armchair, sat an elderly man with Lulu walking freely up and down his leg. He tapped his shoulder, and up Lulu went to sit on it. She looked so content. Maggie was lost for words, not daring to believe who she thought was sitting there. 

“I’m  sorry  for  the  mess  I’ve  caused.  I’ll  get  it  fixed.  And  your  dogs, don’t worry, they’ll be awake very soon. They’re really good guard dogs, but I had to calm them to see my bird.” 

So many questions were rushing through Maggie’s mind that she didn’t know where to begin. She only managed to stare at him. He was stubbly, his beard  whiter  than  his  tousled  salt-and-pepper  hair.  His  charisma  filled  the room  and  would  even  spill  out,  if  it  were  possible.  He  appeared  very relaxed, like a man who had survived such extremes that nothing came as a surprise any longer, with the realization that nothing really mattered enough to waste a moment on any form of stress. 

They were silent. Maggie watched him rub Lulu’s beak. She could tell the bird adored him. Gone was her earlier stress. Even with Holly she had not seen her so…in love. Yes, that was the right word for it. This man was the same one she had seen in the painting; he had to be Holly’s husband. 

 How  extraordinary ,  thought  Maggie.  He  must  have  seen  so  much  in  his life. Or maybe he spent all these past years in jail…the mere idea gave her a shiver. The circumstances of his disappearance seemed rather suspicious. 

“Funny, you’re just like your father.” His dark freckles from too much sun exposure danced on his cheeks as he smiled. “He was such good judge of  character,  and  trustworthy.  I  knew  him  well,  you  know.  Not  greedy  or jealous. I was hoping we could rekindle our friendship, but I came back too late.” 

“Is that so? But I don’t remember you. I never saw you before. Are you Holly Rigby’s husband?” 

“You  see,  you  already  know  who  I  am.”  He  smiled,  his  left  eye completely closed and the right just a slit. “You’re right, you couldn’t have remembered me unless your father would’ve spoken about me. I don’t think

he would’ve, though. I knew him from before you were born, before your mother was in the picture. When he was a free man, earning a living as a bush pilot.” 

“My father was never a bush pilot. He was always an amateur pilot.” 

“I’m not surprised he didn’t talk about this side of his life. It was before he moved permanently to Canada.” 

She  knew  her  father  had  come  to  Canada  in  his  late  twenties  and  had met her mother, who was Canadian, which allowed him to settle here with her. Before that, he had said he was in Ireland, and bush pilots in Ireland didn’t make any sense. He had always been very quiet about his life back then,  in  spite  of  Maggie’s  prodding.  It  made  her  angry.  Why  would  her father not have told her all those things, while this man sitting there in her old bedroom was behaving as if he knew all her secrets? He had to be an imposter. 

“Why  did  you  break  into  my  house?  You  know  I  could  have  you arrested for that. I believe the police are already looking for you.” 

“They probably are still holding on to the wrong end of the stick. It’s a very long story, and for your safety it’s best if I take care of Lulu. I don’t want anything to happen to you, not if I can help it.” He gently tickled the parrot’s neck. 

Lulu flapped her wings and said, “Rigggy, Rigggy.” 

He laughed. “She remembers after all these years. What a bird.” 

Maggie  registered  that  it  was  the  second  time  she  had  heard  Lulu  say that; the first was at Holly’s shed. “It’s too late. I’m already in the thick of it. And the thief already knows who I am…and clearly could find Lulu.” 

“Oh,  but  I’m  not  your  thief.  You’re  right  that  they’ll  trace  Lulu  back here if I don’t take her away.” 

“Well then, how did you know I was taking care of Lulu?” 

“Because  I  heard  you  say  you’d  take  care  of  her.  You’re  very  smart. 

Didn’t it surprise you that Lulu went straight for the shed? Why did she tap on the glass pane, do you think?” 

“Of course, you were inside. And she was flying back to you and even called  your  name!  But  that  means  you  must’ve  hidden  somewhere…and why was the door locked from the outside?” 

He was silent, as if he wanted her to figure it all out by herself. 

“The metal door! But that was locked. How did you escape the police search after I left?” 

“There are many ways out of this shed; you didn’t find them.” 

“The trap, that must be it. But then you must’ve been hiding there for a long  time.  Has  Holly  been  hiding  you?  And  did  you  hit  her  to  take  back what was yours?” 

“No,  no,  I’d  never  do  such  a  thing.  We  had  our  differences.  Spending months  away  from  each  other  over  the  years  creates  huge  canyons  that become insurmountable, but if anything, she’d be the one who’d try to get rid of me now.” 

Her emotion was telling her to trust what he said, all because he spoke about her father. She didn’t want to be led astray. She needed facts to check for consistencies. “Okay, so I heard you were a miner, a gold miner? Is that correct?” 

“Yes. That’s how I met your dad. Up in Yukon. He flew us to the mine and back to civilization.” 

“Nooo. He would’ve told me that.” 

“Maybe  your  mother  didn’t  want  him  to.  She  didn’t  want  you  to  get ideas in your head to become a pilot. She nearly stopped your father flying altogether. And she certainly managed to deter his old ‘dangerous’ friend, as she called me, from seeing him.” 

He did have a point. Her mother was very protective of their only child and had encouraged her to study science and discouraged her from taking flying  lessons.  It  was  the  first  time  Maggie  realized  that  her  mother  had been afraid of flying all those years. She was always completely quiet when they  flew  together  in  the  little  yellow  Cessna.  And  before  departure,  she would be so moody. 

She  was  very  possessive,  that  was  also  true.  Even  Maggie’s  friends often had to be approved by her, until Maggie left Canada to work in the U.K. But even then, she seemed to have far-reaching tentacles and always had an opinion about her boyfriends, even the ones she hadn’t met. 

Maggie  stiffened.  He  was  making  her  talk  so  that  he  could  get  all  the information he needed to make her believe his story; he would just feed it back.  He  could  have  seen  the  pictures  in  the  hallway  downstairs  of  her father  next  to  his  floatplane.  It  was  easy  to  find  out  that  Holly  had  been

living in Foxton for a long time, and her husband’s disappearance was all over the papers, apparently. 

Maggie was ready to press the emergency button on her phone as she spoke. “Can you prove you aren’t an imposter? Ms. Rigby doesn’t believe you’re alive. Why should I?” 

“How is Holly?” 

“Why don’t you answer my question?” 

“All  right,  for  a  start,  would  Lulu  be  so  affectionate  with  a  stranger? 

She’s  a  very  picky  bird  and  doesn’t  like  many  people.  Especially  anyone wearing a uniform.” He laughed. 

“Maybe Holly told you that when you met her. You could easily have befriended her, like all those other young men seem to. And Lulu could’ve simply liked you.” 

“Fair enough. There’s one thing that you might be in the possession of that  I  gave  your  father.  He  said  he’d  give  it  to  his  child  as  a  good-luck charm—” 

A  honking  sound  made  them  both  jump  up.  Maggie  looked  out  the window. It was Indira. 

“Maggie,  don’t  say  I’m  here,  I  beg  you.  I’m  asking  a  lot  from  you,  I know.” He took her hand, and this time she could see his pupil even in his half-shut eye. “Please trust me. I trust you. I’ll stay here quietly with Lulu. 

I’m  not  going  anywhere  now.  You  can  ask  me  all  the  questions  you  like about the past and present…you’re my only hope.” 

A sudden weight had landed on Maggie’s shoulders. She never wanted to  be  anyone’s  only  hope.  There  was  always  a  way  out  somehow.  If  only her father were still alive, it would be so easy to ask him. She touched out of reflex the smooth aventurine stone that she wore day and night as a lucky charm since her father gave it to her when she was eighteen. 

“I trust you, for now. But you can’t stay here. Once she’s gone, you’ll have to go too.” 

He nodded. Maggie closed the door behind her and walked downstairs. 

Her two dogs were up and walking around but still groggy. 



*



“Indira, what a nice surprise!” Maggie hugged her friend. 

“Oh, Maggie, I’m so glad you’re all right. Raj told me all about it, and I see  he  didn’t  send  anyone  to  keep  an  eye  on  you.  And  Adam  isn’t  here either. But…whose bike is that?” 

Indira took a closer look at it. “I can’t see Barrie pedaling, although it’s electric, I see, so maybe. Is he here?” 

“No, no one is. Well, aside from a parrot. Come in and have a cup of tea with me. It’s been really crazy, and I’d really like your view on all this. You know  Holly  well,  don’t  you?”  Maggie  ushered  her  friend  inside,  hoping she’d forget about the bike. 

Indira nodded. “I just came from the hospital, but they didn’t allow me to see her. They put her on a heavy sedative because she was too stressed out when she woke. And now with Sergeant Humphries being treated for a heart attack, Raj has to take over the case.” 

“They  aren’t  sending  anyone  from  outside,  so  they  don’t  think  it’s  a murder?” 

“Not  more  than  the  forensics  team  that  went  to  Holly’s  home.  It’s  an opportunity Raj has been waiting for now that he got part of his detective sergeant  training.  They  asked  him  to  take  Humphries’s  role  at  the  police station. I do hope they’ll see how good he is.” Indira lifted Carrot’s soft ear between  her  two  fingers,  as  she  always  did  to  tease  him.  “He  lets  me  do this. Is he okay? Look, his legs are wobbly. Not that poisoning, I hope.” 

“No,  no,  just  stiff,  he  ran  a  lot  yesterday  and  his  muscles  are  hurting today,” Maggie lied, not looking forward to the minefield she would have to dodge  with  lies  to  keep  her  promise  to  Mr.  Rigby,  whose  first  name  she didn’t  even  know.  Her  back  turned  to  Indira  as  she  reached  for  her  blue teacups,  she  asked,  “Ruth,  you  know  Denis’s  mom  was  hospitalized because of it. What have you heard about it?” 

“It seems to be contained, no new cases. I spoke with Bettie. She had a mild version. Feeling dizzy, a bit of a high. She’s fine now. Arthur was fine, and they seem to have eaten the same thing.” 

“Is Bettie also part of the book club? Actually, aren’t you a member of Holly’s book club?” 

“Yes, why?” 

“According to Tina, only members of the book club were affected.” 

“Not  me.  I’m  fine.  Well,  that  narrows  things  down  a  little.  The  good news is that everybody is getting better. But what about your story? How’s

Lulu? Can I see her? I brought some nuts for her.” 

“Eh,  better  not.  She’s  been  really  stressed  out.  Matt  had  to  give  her  a tranquilizer. I’ve put her in my old bedroom. It’s nice and quiet there.” 

“All right, all right, you don’t need to be so…strange. Yes, you’re acting strange, Maggie. What’s going on? Are you hiding something?” 

“Of course not. It’s just that Lulu is harder to care for than I thought it’d be,  and  I’m  afraid  if  she  sees  you,  she  might  start  asking  for  Holly  again and scream. She’s very, very noisy when she’s distressed.” 

“I understand. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll take good care of her. You always  underestimate  your  skill  in  those  circumstances.  Here,  she  loves cashews.” Indira handed her a bag. “Poor Holly, she’s so kind to everyone. 

It sounds like this time she was trying to help the wrong person.” 

“What do you know about fossils? Does she collect them?” 

“Fossils…that’s funny you ask that, because that’s what I found in the cellar of the pharmacy a week ago. I didn’t even have a chance to show Raj. 

It’s  been  so  busy  for  both  of  us.  I  asked  Holly  if  she  wanted  them,  since they must’ve been hers or her husband’s. She was really evasive and told me to do what I wanted with them. I’ve got the feeling that they’re cursed in some way. Your eyes are sparkling.” Indira laughed. 

“What are they? Teeth? Or is it a very old skeleton…a human one?” 

“No, if that were the case, Raj’d have been all over it by now. They’re huge fossils. Holly said there was nothing illegal about them and I shouldn’t worry.” 

“What are they? A mammoth tooth? You could ask Matt to take a look; he’s an amateur fossil collector.” 

“Yes, tusks, how did you guess? No need for Matt. I got this professor in paleontology to come. He was really keen. Funny, because I thought he’d be much older, but he seemed to be only in his late twenties.” 

They heard a sudden thud from upstairs. 

“It  must  be  a  window.  I’ll  go.  Pour  yourself  more  tea,  and  I’ve  got scones in the bowl over there. Butter is in the fridge, and you know where my jams are.” 

Maggie rushed upstairs, but not before closing the kitchen door behind her. 





 

 









Chapter Eleven







Maggie came nose to nose with Mr. Rigby as she reached the last flight of stairs. 

“What are you doing here?” she whispered. “I’m already lying for you. 

Don’t make it more difficult. Why can’t you stay in the room?” 

“If you don’t fix this better, someone might get hurt one day. It narrowly missed my toe.” He handed Maggie the sculpture of a seal that she had been meaning  to  fix  better  to  its  pedestal  for  some  time.  “I  thought  I  saw  the pharmacist’s car outside?” 

“And what about it? Were you trying to listen to us or make your way out  sneakily?”  Maggie  examined  his  torso  to  see  if  Lulu  could  have  been tucked away inside his jacket. 

“She’s your friend, I take it. That’s very good news. It’ll make it much easier.  Go  back  down  before  she  comes  looking  for  you.”  He  swiveled Maggie  around  by  her  shoulders  and  gently  pushed  her  back  down  the stairs. 

Indira  stood  at  the  bottom  of  the  steps.  “Is  everything  okay?  Who  are you talking to?” 

“Just the parrot. She’s fine.” Maggie jumped down the steps two at a time and pushed her back into the kitchen. “Wow. What a find, mammoth tusks!” 

A flash thought came to Maggie. “Did the paleontologist have a tattoo of a crow’s feather on his hand, by any chance?” 

Indira flickered her curled-up eyelashes. “Yes, you know him?” 

“Not exactly, but I saw him…dead.” 

“Really? Are you sure it’s the same person?” Indira asked. 

“I’m not sure it’s the same person, but the chance of two guys walking around  Foxton  with  a  feather  tattoo  on  the  hand  seems  rather  slim.  What was his name?” 

Indira shuffled in her large bag. “I’ve got his card somewhere. I had a bad feeling about him. I thought he was far too young to be a professor, and yet he appeared really knowledgeable when we talked about the tusks. But when he told me they were fake and that he could use them for his lectures if I wanted to get rid of them, I became suspicious and said they were Ms. 

Rigby’s anyway and not mine to decide on. That means I sent him to her!” 

“Indira,  calm  down.  I  don’t  see  how  that’s  possible.  What  made  you decide to contact him?” 

“I googled him.” Indira emptied her bag contents onto the table. “This is his  card.  It’s  written  that  he’s  a  professor  at  Guelph  University.  You  can check his website, a long list of publications, good credentials, but no photo of him.” 

Maggie  picked  up  the  business  card.  There  was  no  picture,  just  the name of a professor of paleontology from Guelph University, Professor J. 

Berns.  “He  visited  Holly  too,  but  I  didn’t  ask  her  if  he  impersonated  a professor  of  paleontology.  It’s  a  good  way  to  see  private  valuable collections  and  then  steal  them  afterward.  Maybe  that’s  what  he  was planning to do,” Maggie said, staring at the card. 

“Was he really killed?” Indira asked. “Raj didn’t say as much.” 

“I don’t know. From what I saw, he could’ve fallen on the nuts that were scattered in the kitchen while trying to stop the thief and hit his head on the countertop, or he was hit on the head by the real thief, who then capsized the nuts onto the floor…” 

“Why kill a paleontologist, if that’s what he might be, to steal a bird?” 

Indira asked. 

“Perhaps  he  just  happened  to  be  there  at  the  wrong  time,  and  the  two incidents aren’t related. That’s still possible.” 

“What’s so special about Lulu?” Indira asked. “Aside from being like a child to Holly.” 

“I haven’t found the answer to that yet,” Maggie said, thinking of Mr. 

Rigby upstairs. “Did Holly ever speak to you about her past? 

“Not much. She’s been really generous to us. If it weren’t for her selling the store at such a discount, I’d never have been able to set up my pharmacy and  come  and  live  here  with  Raj.  You  know,  she’s  even  paying  me  rent now.” 

“Paying you rent, what for?” 

“At the back of the pharmacy there’s a storage room that I didn’t need, and she wanted to keep some of the inventory she still had there until she sells it all.” 

“Have you seen what she keeps there?” Maggie was growing more and more suspicious of innocent-looking Holly. 

“There  isn’t  much  to  see.  It’s  a  room  full  of  boxes.  I  guess  it’s  things that she sold in the store before, you’ve seen what they were.” 

“It’s  been  a  year  now  since  you  opened  the  pharmacy,  and  she  hasn’t sold it all yet?” 

“No,  maybe  she  only  sells  it  when  she  needs  it.  I  don’t  mind,  I  get  a small rent and I really don’t need the space.” 

“Were the tusks well hidden in the basement?” 

“Yes, you can say that. The water tank had a leak, and I removed a few planks  around  it  to  replace  them.  There  was  a  large  void  beneath  and another  floor  under,  so  I  removed  more  planks  to  see  if  there  was  any further damage. It looked like the space was especially made for the tusks. I spoke to Holly about them over the phone. I wish I hadn’t.” 

“Why not? I think you did the right thing. In fact, it’s very generous of you, because technically you own them, since you bought the place.” 

“Yes,  but  that’s  not  the  end  of  the  story.  I  moved  them  to  the  attic  as soon as the student saw them. Today I went to the attic to take a picture of them to be able to show you, and they’d disappeared into thin air. Problem solved…in a way.” 

“When do you think they were stolen?” Maggie asked. 

“At night or in the evening. The pharmacy was open the rest of the time, but there’s no sign of a break-in, that’s the strange thing.” 

“But  those  tusks  must  be  huge  and  heavy,  if  they’re  really  from  a mammoth. How did you get them up in your attic?” 

“I  think  around  forty-five  kilos  each,  long  and  curvy.  One  was  nearly three meters. The student helped me move them to the attic; he said he was used to it. He also said that it wasn’t a problem for him to come all the way to Foxton, because he happened to have a cottage up here. I must admit I’ve never seen him before in Foxton, but I don’t know all the cottagers, since they come and go.” 

“Did you talk to Holly about him?’

“No,  after  he  told  me  they  were  fake,  I  wasn’t  sure  what  to  do,  and Holly didn’t want them. Maybe she knew…and if they’re real, I don’t like this ivory trade business, and I was afraid it had something to do with it.” 

“Trading  or  keeping  mammoth  tusks  is  legal,  as  far  as  I  know,  unlike elephant ivory, as long you abide by the rules. Matt told me that nowadays you  can’t  remove  any  fossils  without  a  permit  in  the  Yukon.  The government,  or  the  First  Nations  of  Yukon,  manage  and  own  the  fossils found, and if they believe it has scientific merit, then you can’t trade it. And you need a special permit to export them. I assume they might have come from  the  mine  in  the  Yukon,  in  the  seventies  and  eighties.  There  was  no regulation back then.” This reminded Maggie of Holly’s husband upstairs, but  she  couldn’t  talk  about  him  yet.  “Did  Holly  ever  talk  about  her husband?” 

“Not  much—she  told  me  he  just  left  one  day  and  disappeared.  It  was never clear if he had died in an accident in a mine up in Yukon. They never found him or his body.” 

“Yes, Tina mentioned it was in the Foxton newspaper at the time. What about Lulu? Do you know how long Holly has had her?” 

“A  very  long  time,  sometime  in  the  late  seventies  or  early  eighties,  I guess. Do you think the parrot holds the secret of his whereabouts?” 

Maggie  thought  Indira  didn’t  realize  how  correct  she  was.  Lulu  was most  likely  sitting  on  his  lap  right  now.  Somehow  there  had  to  be  a  link between  the  tusks,  the  parrot,  the  mine,  and  maybe  the  poisoning,  if  it turned out to be a deliberate one instead of a bad tummy bug. They were all connected to Ms. Rigby in one way or another. What if the members of the book  club  had  found  out  that  Holly  was  hiding  her  husband?  To  protect him,  Holly  might  have  poisoned  them  so  that  no  one  would  take  the revelation seriously and would put it down to an hallucination. 

Maggie  rolled  the  soft  green  pendant  between  her  fingers.  Her  father used to wear the aventurine stone around his neck until he gave it to her to bring her luck, as it had brought him. Just as Mr. Rigby had suggested. She remembered  the  special  moment  she  sat  with  him  in  the  yellow  Cessna, flying over the sea of trees. He solemnly asked her to steer the plane while he took the pendant off and put it around her neck. She was so excited that she let the plane rise too fast, but he was there to take back control. Flying was second nature to him. 

Maggie  let  go  of  the  aventurine  stone,  determined  to  corner  the  man upstairs one way or another. “Sorry, Indira. I don’t know what type of secret this bird holds, but she didn’t speak a lot with me so far. Somehow, I think the attempted theft has nothing to do with the rest, as Matt suggested for the pet  trade,  either  that  or  a  diversion.  Was  there  a  book  club  gathering  at Holly’s recently?” 

“Yes, I didn’t go, though. Bettie did, and she’s a good friend of Holly. 

Talk to her.” 

“Yes,  I  will.  I  think  your  tusks  are  far  more  interesting  to  the  thieves than the parrot is. Now that they’ve stolen them, they won’t try to steal the bird. Maybe that’s what they were after all along. You should be careful in case they come back to the pharmacy in search of more tusks. It’ll interest Raj, I’m sure of it.” 

“Yes, I told him to call me back. He must be inundated. I was planning on  seeing  my  parents  tonight,  but  I  could  cancel  and  stay  with  you  this evening. They won’t mind.” 

“Thanks, I’ll be fine. Give them my greetings!” 

As  soon  as  Indira  left,  Maggie  raced  up  the  stairs,  in  too  much  of  a hurry to think of stopping her dogs from sticking to her heels. 





 









Chapter Twelve







Denis  hauled  a  bag  full  of  books  and  nighties  his  mother  had  requested down the narrow staircase he knew so well. Like Maggie, he was an only child.  Lacking  a  father  from  a  young  age  made  him  very  close  to  his mother.  He  had  lived  his  entire  youth  in  this  cottage  by  the  lake  and  had always  felt  responsible  for  his  mother’s  well-being.  She  was  very  clear about what she wanted and what she believed was right for them. 

He had found it was easiest to give in to her rather than try to reason her out of an idea. She was too stubborn for that, but he could rival her in that regard when she stepped across the boundary to direct his life. He had put his  foot  down  and  married  Tina  because  he  loved  her,  and  no  one  could have changed his view. He was happily married and a father, always there for his kids. 

He opened the kitchen cupboards in search of cookies and other edibles his mother might like now that she was feeling better. He’d had the habit of snacking since he was a kid—raiding his mother’s cupboards for chocolate spread  and  other  goodies  at  night.  Faced  with  a  bag  of  chips,  he  couldn’t resist it. Leaning against the kitchen island, he savored the crunch between his teeth as he bit one after the other, no need now to behave in front of his boys because Tina would give him “the eye.” 

He  picked  up  a  jar  of  honey  he  hadn’t  seen  before.  It  was  a  fancy  pot with a raffia string around it and a tag daggling from it stating it was from a

specialist  beekeeper  in  British  Columbia,  with  a  picture  of  pink  flowers.  It was already open. He packed it in the bag together with the tin of her favorite Dutch rusks, knowing his mother always liked eating them with honey after an upset stomach. She would most likely not have touched the hospital food or anything Tina brought. 

He  rummaged  in  the  fridge  to  see  if  there  was  anything  else  he  could nibble on. A stack of takeout containers from the Horizon Cafe was neatly labeled  with  the  intended  date  and  time  to  be  consumed.  His  mother  had never been a good cook, and when he was a child, he had taken on that role. 

Thankfully, when Heidi opened the Horizon Cafe in Foxton, he no longer had to cook for her as well as his own family. 

Tina was adamant that they had to equally share the burden of cooking for  the  family.  She  had  always  been  very  critical  of  his  cooking  for  his mother, because she wasn’t ill or handicapped and she couldn’t rely on him like  that.  Tina  insisted  his  mother  was  abusing  his  kindness.  Now  Heidi took over his role with ease; she was a much better cook than himself. 

Having finished off a lasagna that had been only half eaten, he grasped the  wobbly  door  handle  that  needed  fixing  one  day,  but  not  by  him.  His skills stopped at dentistry and cooking, not DIY. He drove the five hundred meters to the hospital from the house that was the last one on The Street as one entered Foxton from the east. 

There was a gathering of visitors in the corridor. Sergeant Humphries’s wife, Chantal, appeared flustered. 

“Oh, Denis!” Chantal rushed into his arms and cried. 

He  knew  she  was  known  to  display  exaggerated  emotions,  but  seeing Sergeant Humphries’s parents not far away, Denis feared the worst. 

“Chantal, Tina told me Sergeant Humphries, sorry, Hubert, had a heart attack. How is he?” 

She dried her tears. “He’s fine, but I had such a fright. I realized that I couldn’t  bear  losing  him.”  She  whispered  in  his  ear.  “I’m  really  fond  of him, you know. But what about you? I hope your mom’s better.” 

“What did you hear? Has she gotten worse?” Denis didn’t wait for her answer  and  pushed  through  the  crowd  to  his  mother’s  room.  A  police officer was sitting at the door. 

“No, sir, you can’t go in.” 

“But I’m her son. I’m Denis Partridge, the dentist! I don’t have any ID

on me to prove it. You can ask my mother, Ruth Owen.” 

Chantal came to the rescue. “I can vouch for him, Officer. Let him in.” 

The  constable  let  him  in.  Nothing  like  the  wife  of  a  sergeant  to  open doors, Denis mused. 

His  mother  was  standing  in  her  nightie,  bent  over  Holly’s  night  table. 

She  jumped  up  and  quickly  closed  the  lid  of  a  wooden  box.  “Denis,  you gave  me  a  fright!  I  thought  it  was  the  constable.  Come  and  see.”  She whispered,  “You  know  all  about  bones  and  teeth.  Are  these  human?  I’ve always been suspicious of her, so secretive…” 

She held the box of fossils open under his eyes. 

“Mom!  You  should  be  in  bed,  and  what  are  you  doing  snooping around?” 

“Shht, you might wake her up. Maggie came with this box and thought it was important.” 

“Maggie?” 

“Yes, she’s the clever one around…well, Holly wasn’t pleased when she saw the box, and I was wondering why. Maybe it’s her husband’s?” 

“Come on, you’re still hallucinating.” He sighed and took the box from her.  “Those  are  huge.  And  definitely  not  human.  This  is  interesting.”  He lifted the cylindrical shape. “It’s a piece of tooth, I’m sure of that.” 

His  mother  clapped  her  hands  and  sat  on  her  bed  like  a  little  girl, swinging her feet and awaiting the start of an exciting story. “What is it?” 

“It’s  a  piece  of  a  tusk,  but  it  looks  very  old.  I’d  have  to  look  at  the structure with a magnifying glass. Why did Maggie have this?” 

“I don’t know. Perhaps you can ask her, dearest. You should spend some time with her, like you used to. She’s still single, you know.” 

“Mom, stop that. I like Maggie as a friend, and I’m happily married to Tina, that you’ll have to drill into this little head of yours.” He touched her forehead  gently.  “You  look  much  better.  I  brought  you  the  things  you requested  and  thought  you’d  feel  like  your  Dutch  rusks  and  honey.”  He pulled out the pot and placed it on the night table. 

“Come here, my boy. You know exactly what I want.” She took his head between her hands and planted a kiss on his forehead. “More importantly, you know what I think? She,” she tilted her head toward Holly, “might be in trouble.  Men,  oh  men  again.  I  think  seeing  the  box  was  the  sign  that  her

husband was back. How can you explain otherwise her reaction to it and the strong denial of his return to Sergeant Humphries?” 

“Slow down, Mom, you’ve lost me.” 

“You really have to tell Maggie to look into what happened in the gold mine up in the Yukon. I think it was close to Dawson City, forty years ago or so, when her husband disappeared. I knew him, an intelligent man, not very talkative and hardly ever with Holly. I never believed that he died; I think he simply left her, just like your foolish dad did.” 

“Why are you insisting I tell Maggie? Tina’s already on it. Well, not this bone story, though.” Denis picked up the other fossil. 

“Maggie  came  with  the  box,  and  I  happen  to  know  that  her  mother didn’t like Holly’s husband, Sam. Maybe Maggie knows why. You were too wee  and  cute  to  remember,  but  back  in  the  eighties,  Foxton  was  a  very small  community  compared  to  now.  The  arrival  of  the  new  seasonal cottagers has led to all those new stores popping up.” 

“Well, all the stores, I wouldn’t say we have that many, Mom…” Denis said, thinking he could still count them on his two hands. 

“Holly’s convenience store used to be a lifeline for everyone; we could order all kinds of things through her. You just needed to ask. She had the connections somehow.” 

“Why is this relevant now?” 

She lowered her voice. “After Sam disappeared, it wasn’t the same. I’m sure he was the wheeler-dealer with the network to supply the villagers with anything they wanted, including rare collectibles that started to appear. He used the cover of Holly’s shop. Poor woman. He was her husband, so she had to cover up for him. And he’s back to pick up the stock he left behind.” 

“Mom,  you’re  seeing  a  lot  more  in  it  than  there  is,  as  usual.”  Putting back the bone that he was playing with, a doubt remained in his mind. “Left behind? What did he leave behind?” 

“This.” She pointed to the box. “I’m sure it’s his, given Holly’s face.” 

“But it says ‘Lulu’s treasure box’ on it.” 

“Precisely.  Lulu  was  his  bird…and  I  think  he’s  come  back  to  get  his bird back.” 

“And steal it? No, no…” 

His mother put a hand on his lips. “Shh, I hear someone at the door.” 



*



Instead  of  being  swept  off  his  feet  with  his  new  position  as  officer  in charge, Raj felt a surge of energy now that he was free to follow his own lead—until Sergeant Humphries called. 

“Sergeant, you should be resting. Everything is under control.” 

“Are you in my office? I can hear it, you sound different.” 

“Eh, well yes, sir, because I was put in charge of the station during your absence.” 

“That may be, but I’m still here and not ready to give anyone my chair anytime soon. Is that clear?” 

“Certainly, sir, that’s never been my intention…” 

“Did you get Anton Boulanger to identify the body, as I asked you to?” 

“Yes, I did.” Raj sighed. His hopes of getting some credit for the case were  unlikely  given  the  sergeant  was  already  appropriating  his  ideas  as usual, unless he used the excuse of his illness to withhold information about the case, but that might backfire. 

“Well, who is it?” 

“He  confirmed  it  was  Justin,  the  young  man  he’d  seen  visiting  Ms. 

Rigby  the  past  week.  He  didn’t  know  his  last  name.”  Raj  heard  ruffling sounds, as if the sergeant had covered the phone with something. 

Barely audible, but just enough, Raj heard Chantal. “Hube, you scared all  of  us.  I  don’t  want  it  to  happen  again.”  Then  there  was  a  silence.  Raj could picture the powerful Chantal giving the sergeant a dose of what Raj now  and  then  received  from  the  sergeant.  He  knew  exactly  the  feeling Sergeant Humphries must be having this moment, eager to do anything to quieten the monster. 

Clearly  this  time,  Raj  heard  Chantal  say,  “Give  me  your  phone  now. 

This is an order. You’re on sick leave until you’re well. I won’t have any—” 

Then it went silent. 

 That’s that,  Raj thought, feeling a little sorry for the sergeant but a little vengeful  contentment  as  well.  When  the  sergeant  called,  he  had  just finished reading the autopsy report. He flicked the folder closed and heard a knock on the door. 

“Sergeant, eh, sorry, Constable, eh…your wife is here.” 

“My wife?” Raj looked at the female officer, surprised. “Send her in.” 

He  smiled,  thinking  she  was  missing  him  too  much  and  had  found  a good  excuse  to  see  him…  Indira  walked  in  and  closed  the  door  hastily behind her. She dropped her bag and coat on one of the chairs and sat down noisily on the other. She raised a hand. “Don’t speak. Listen. Promise me you won’t get mad.” 

Raj  settled  back  in  his  chair,  wiggling  his  name  bracelet,  and  smiled. 

“For wanting to see me? Never, sweetie pie.” 

“No, Raj. I’m serious. I want to talk to you about the case. We’ve been robbed.” 

Raj sat up in shock. “Us? You? What?” 

“The pharmacy, there’s been a break-in…and it’s my fault.” She burst into tears. “The dead man too.” 

Raj lurched up to comfort his wife, worried but still trying to keep his reasoning intact. “What dead man? In the pharmacy?” 

In  one  long  burst,  Indira  told  him  all  she  had  shared  with  Maggie.  “I should’ve told you about the tusks before contacting the professor, student, or  whoever  he  might  be.  It  all  just  happened  so  fast,  and  you  had  more important  things  to  deal  with.  Maggie  thinks  the  dead  man  might  be Professor Berns, or rather, an impersonator.” 

Raj didn’t quite know what to think, but he simply couldn’t stand seeing his wife distressed like that. “Indira, look at me.” He held her gently by the chin  and  wiped  away  her  tears.  “You  aren’t  responsible  for  this  death,  all right?  He  broke  his  neck  after  an  unlucky  fall,  hitting  his  head  on  the granite  countertop.  Possibly  because  he  fainted.  They  suspect  a  poison  of some kind caused a sudden drop in blood pressure, because he didn’t have a heart condition.” 

Indira’s distraught cheeks smoothened out and she said, “Poison? Like the other poisonings? Like Denis’s mom? Do you think Holly?” She put her hand to her mouth. 

“Don’t jump to conclusions. But there is one thing I’m certain of: this man  Anton  calls  Justin  is  an  imposter,  and  your  instinct  was  absolutely correct when you thought he couldn’t be a professor. He’s far too young for that;  the  coroner  estimates  he’s  around  twenty-four.  Am  I  correct  that  the Professor Berns you thought you contacted had a cottage here?” 

“Yes, that’s what he said when I phoned him at this university telephone number.  He  said  he  was  renting  it  from  someone  in  Toronto.  The  young

person  I  saw  must’ve  been  impersonating  the  real  professor.  Interestingly, he  also  claimed  he  was  staying  at  that  cottage.  He  volunteered  the information, saying how nice it was on Otter Lake close to Moose Lodge.” 

“Do you know the address? I’m afraid something might’ve happened to the real professor…the one you phoned originally.” 

“Both said it was close to Moose Lodge, on Otter Lake, but that means the cottage might be close to Maggie’s! She’s on her own now. I just came from her place.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll either check on her myself or get someone to do so. 

Can you remember anything else about the cottage?” 

“I know, Maggie’s a member of the Otter Lake association; she’ll have a directory  with  all  the  names  and  addresses  of  the  owners.  There  are  very few  cottages  there,  so  it  should  be  easy  to  find  the  one  with  an  owner  in Toronto. Call her now!” 

Maggie’s  home  phone  kept  ringing  and  switching  to  voice  mail.  He tried  her  cell,  no  luck  either.  Raj  sternly  said,  “Indira,  go  home.  Don’t worry,  it’s  most  likely  nothing,  I’m  being  hyper  diligent  here.  I’ll  go  to Maggie’s first. Do you remember the voice of the person you spoke to on the phone? How did it compare to the person who visited you?” 

“They  both  had  a  nasal  voice  and  sounded  Canadian.  It’s  so  hard  to remember.  I  didn’t  hear  much  difference,  so  I  assumed  it  was  the  same person.  Ahh,  I  know,  you  always  tell  me  never  to  assume,  and  always  to question. I assumed and…what a mess! Wait! I think I remember they don’t pronounce ‘about’ the same way. The one I saw here said it in a Canadian way,  aboot , whereas the other didn’t, I think.” Indira shook her head. “I’m not sure anymore. Sorry.” 

“Maybe  you  won’t  assume  next  time.  It’s  hard  not  to.  We’re  wired  to take short cuts in our brain.” 

“One  thing  I  do  know  for  sure:  the  person  I  saw  was  very knowledgeable about paleontology, so perhaps he’s a PhD working for the real Professor Berns. Should I check if there are other tusks hidden in the basement? I’m starting to wonder what’s in Holly’s storage. Maybe it isn’t the type of inventory I think it is.” 

“No, not now. I don’t want you to run into a thief. You never know they might return. Go home, and if I need anything I’ll call. And don’t worry.” 

He gave her a big hug. 

Raj gave a few orders to his staff and headed with the sirens blaring to Maggie’s log home. 

 









Chapter Thirteen







Now  that  her  dogs  were  enjoying  a  rawhide  bone  each,  Maggie  could  go upstairs in peace. Mr. Rigby had just put Lulu back in her cage as Maggie entered  the  room.  She  pointed  to  the  armchair.  “Sit  down,  and  this  time  I want  the  truth.  I’m  taking  a  huge  risk  in  hiding  you  at  the  moment.  It’d better be worth it.” 

“That’s the lucky charm; you’ve got it around your neck. I recognize it,” 

Mr. Rigby said. 

Maggie looked down at her aventurine stone that had slipped over her pullover. “You could’ve already seen it around my neck today and knitted your  story  around  it  very  easily.  This  isn’t  evidence,  as  far  as  I’m concerned.  Assuming  you  are  Holly’s  husband,  although  she  denies  you ever returned…why did you come back now?” 

“Of course she’ll deny it. I told her to keep it secret. I know this will sound strange, but I’ve kept in touch, in spite of it all, just to make sure that they were fine. She never knew where I was, though. When she told me she was  diagnosed  with  a  terminal  disease,  which  meant  she  was  scared  she couldn’t take care of Lulu any longer, I had to come back. It’s strange, but Lulu is like my child, and a difficult one who needs either Holly or me to take care of her, no one else. Lulu’s a very old bird, but she deserves to end her days well.” 

“Nice try, what a sad story, but from what I recall Holly isn’t terminally ill. At least that isn’t what I just heard from the doctors. Maybe you’re here for  Lulu,  that  I  can  understand,  because  I  see  you  like  her,  but  I  don’t believe the rest of your story. What’s the other reason?” 

“Maybe Holly lied to me to get me to come back. It wouldn’t be the first time. I know she’s worried about something. But she doesn’t tell me all her secrets, never has.” 

“Worried  about  you,  perhaps?  Why  did  you  choose  to  disappear?  Did you fear that they’d find out the truth, that you stole gold from the mine? Or perhaps you’re impersonating Mr. Rigby to get to his stash of gold, is that it?” 

He cleared his voice. “Next you’ll tell me that he told me the secret of its location buried under a tree in his yard when the real Mr. Rigby was on his deathbed while we were in prison… Please, Maggie. You’re misjudging me. Tell me, why would I be here in front of you telling you all this if I had anything to fear? Didn’t your father tell you anything about what happened back then?” 

Maggie shook her head, pretending she didn’t know anything. 

“I’m  a  miner.  I  worked  in  gold  mines  around  the  world.  Under  a different name than Mr. Rigby. Sam Rigby is my original name. But I had to change it when I moved under the witness protection program.” 

Maggie  couldn’t  believe  her  ears.  His  story  was  becoming  less believable by the minute, which strangely produced the opposite effect on her. Maybe it was true. Why was he choosing to trust her? He didn’t know her. Even Holly didn’t know her well enough for that. 

“How  could  you  have  continued  working  in  mines  around  the  world while  in  such  a  program?  I  thought  you’d  have  to  change  everything, occupation, name, etc., to be safe?” 

“There’re lots of mines around, and at that time people weren’t online like  nowadays.  It  was  easier  to  start  the  same  kind  of  life  over  again  in another country. I wish your father was still alive. He was a witness to what happened—well,  most  of  it.  I  discussed  it  with  him  at  the  time.  I  left  my previous life, and he stopped flying commercially—that was your mother’s doing, I think.” 

Maggie  was  mesmerized  by  the  story.  Such  a  mystery  in  her  own family.  She  thought  of  the  metal  trunk  with  her  father’s  initials  she  had

recently discovered in the corner of the attic. She had searched for its key, but now was the time to break it open. As a child she had played so often in the  attic  that  she  would  have  found  it  then;  he  must  have  put  it  up  there later. 

“What happened? Did someone steal gold?” 

“Not  exactly.  There  wasn’t  much  gold  there,  at  least  in  this  particular location.  Someone  died  related  to  another  discovery  that  would  become  a very lucrative business. At the time only a few people saw the opportunity. 

It  was  legal  then,  and  no  red  tape…without  the  need  to  inform  the government and all the permits that go with it.” 

Finally, Maggie could ask the question she had been dying to ask for a while. “Fossils? Was it all about tusks and woolly mammoth remains? You found them when sifting through the upper layer of mud to reach the gold and traded them back in the late seventies. When you saw there was a high demand  for  such  mammoth  tusks  because  of  the  international  elephant ivory  ban,  you  thought  it  was  time  to  sell  yours.  I  saw  one  tusk  could  be worth over $36,000. You still have a stash hidden here, and that’s why you came back, not for Lulu!” 

The  siren  didn’t  allow  Maggie  to  hear  his  reply  until  the  car  door slammed. They both looked out the window. 

“You called the police,” Sam said angrily. “Why? Your assumptions are wrong. If the police stop me now, I fear for Holly’s life. As long as I’m free, she’s safe. You really have got to believe this.” 

There  was  a  loud  banging  on  the  entrance  door,  followed  by  dogs barking and Raj shouting, “Maggie, it’s me, open up. We need to talk, it’s urgent.” 

Maggie  felt  her  heart  race,  but  something  deep  down  prevented  her from  betraying  this  man.  It  was  impossible  to  explain.  She  had  the compulsion to protect him. She whispered, “I didn’t call the police, but if you’re in a witness protection program, surely the police would know it and would take the right precautions?” 

“I’ve been out of the country too long for that, and they’ll have to find the old files. I doubt they’re digitized. No, I don’t want to risk it. All I ask is that you help me get to Bettie and Arthur’s island. I know I can count on my  friends  to  hide  me,  and  you  won’t  be  in  a  difficult  situation  for  too long.” 


That made Maggie flip. If Arthur and Bettie were his friends, it meant Adam might also know about his story, since he was Arthur’s godson and very close to them. If Mr. Rigby believed they would protect him, then she could  take  the  risk  a  little  longer,  especially  if  Holly’s  life  was  in  danger. 

“I’ll try. Leave Lulu here for now, since I’m supposed to care for her, and go hide in the room at the far end, just in case Raj wants to see the bird. It’ll be safer.” 

Maggie  opened  the  window  and  shouted  down  to  Raj.  “I’m  coming.” 

She gestured to Sam Rigby to do as she said. 

After covering the cage with a cloth and bidding Lulu a nice sleep, he left the room. Maggie pushed him toward her own bedroom. “Over there, quick.” 

She ran down as fast as she could and opened the door. Between breaths she asked, “What’s happening, Raj?” 

“You’re fine?” 

“Yes,” Maggie replied, confused. 

“Good, so nothing to report on your side?” Raj insisted. 

For a split-second she wondered if he knew about Mr. Rigby but chose to  ignore  the  thought.  “Nope,  Lulu’s  sleeping,  all  is  well.  Did  you  see Indira?” 

“Yes.  Can  I  see  your  lake  association  directory?  I  think  Indira  first interacted with the real professor who told her he’s renting a cottage here on Otter Lake. I fear the impersonator might’ve done something to him before he died to incapacitate him while he was carrying out the subterfuge.” 

She couldn’t remember anyone among her neighbors who was living in Toronto and rented a cottage; he had to be farther up the road, which left only  three  cottages  to  pick  from.  Raj  nodded  and  followed  her.  Maggie opened her “throw all in” kitchen drawer and dug into the mix of items. All the way at the bottom was the printed directory. 

Maggie  flicked  through  the  pages.  Only  one  had  an  address  both  on Otter Lake and in Toronto. It had to be it. “I found it. Here.” She pointed to the address of a cottage close to Moose Lodge. “I know where it is. Why don’t you follow me?” 

They both sped away in a cloud of dust. She had always admired this cottage’s  garden  when  she  kayaked  past  it  to  reach  Moose  Lodge  on  the peninsula.  It  was  a  magnet  for  hummingbirds  in  summer.  Not  only  were

there numerous flowers for them to choose from, but over a dozen feeders also dotted the garden. She had waved to the couple many times when she paddled by. 

The last time she had seen activity there was in winter when she cross-country-skied  across  the  lake  with  her  dogs.  A  group  of  cheerful  young women waved at her when she skied past and asked her to join the party, but she had just returned from the snowy owl safari and was in the mood for peace and quiet after the ordeal of the death of one of her guests. 

Maggie recognized the golden Pontiac that had driven up her driveway. 

It was parked next to another car. Raj parked, blocking the exit of the other cars.  The  lights  were  on  in  the  house.  Raj  instructed  Maggie  that  he  was going there alone. She had to wait in the car, but she insisted when she saw the owner and pointed to the narrow glass pane alongside the door, where a tall, slim figure was standing. “That’s him. I’ve seen him sitting on the dock last  summer.  I’ve  never  really  spoken  to  them,  just  greeted  them  as cottagers do. Look, he’s waving at us.” 

She jumped out of her truck and waved back at him. Raj held her back. 

“Maggie, please.” 

A slightly stooped figure in a pink sweater and corduroy pants opened the door wide and said, “Hello, please tell me you don’t have bad news for me. I was about to call you regarding my missing son.” 

Raj  approached  carefully  from  behind.  Maggie  could  see  he  had  his hand on his taser. Maggie could hear the conversation from her car. 

“I’m looking for Professor Berns,” Raj said. 

“That’s me. I’m Jason Berns. Has my son been arrested?” 

“Sir, why do you suspect that would be the case?” 

Professor Berns looked at his loafers, shoulders drooping. “It’s a never-ending story with him. He’s very smart and doesn’t like the way our society functions. He wants it all quick and he wants it now. He isn’t a bad person, but I knew he’d get into trouble sooner or later.” He looked up at Raj. “I’m ready. What did he do?” 

Raj seemed to hesitate then asked, “Does your son have a black feather tattooed on his hand?” 

“His  right  hand,  yes.  Has  something  serious  happened  to  him?” 

Professor Berns asked. 

Raj took off his hat. “Well, sir, I’m sorry to say that we have reason to believe your son is dead. But we do need you to confirm it really is him.” 

The  man  wobbled  on  his  legs.  Fearing  he  might  faint,  Maggie  rushed out to help. They sat him on a chair in the large entrance under a map of the world  from  the  Cretaceous  period.  The  map  and  few  catalogues  of  fossil collections were the only items that related to paleontology. The rest looked like  a  typical  seasonal  cottage  with  very  few  valuables  in  it  and  made  to withstand multiple vacationers. 

“Please tell me this is a mistake. Did you really say my son was dead?” 

He stood up, having regained his composure, as if he were about to lecture a full room of students. 

“Yes, we didn’t find any identification other than your business card and a pass, but he does have a feather tattoo on his hand.” 

“That’s all you’ve got, and you announce that Justin is dead?” Only his trembling hands betrayed his glacial appearance. 

Raj wobbled his head. “We would need you to identify the body to be sure, but he was already identified by an acquaintance as Justin.” 

“How did it happen?” His eyes appeared more sunken but retained their coldness. “How did he die?” 

“He fell and hit his head on a granite countertop. Possibly as a result of drugs he’d taken or a poison. He might’ve been dizzy and lost his footing on nuts that were scattered on the floor.” 

Maggie was surprised that Raj didn’t mention the attempted burglary. 

“I  just  can’t  believe  this.  I  know  he  was  involved  in  some  shady business, but not drugs, of that I’m sure.” 

“It  could  be  an  unfortunate  accident.  We’re  still  trying  to  understand whether it was a deliberate poisoning or perhaps something bad he ate. We have a number of similar cases at the moment in the hospital.” 

“Where was he found?” Professor Berns asked, his arms crossed on his chest. 

“At Ms. Rigby’s home.” 

Professor Berns untangled his arms and raised his brows. “Ms. Rigby? 

My son mentioned her place. He must’ve been seeing Anton Boulanger; he has  a  room  there.  They’ve  been  hanging  out  together.  Well  then,  I  know who poisoned my son! You’d better take a look into his shady business.” 

“Anton Boulanger identified the body as Justin but said he didn’t know your  son  very  well,  or  his  last  name.  And  he  wasn’t  present  at  the  house when it happened. Your son was visiting Ms. Rigby.” 

“Why would he? She’s too old for him. He’s twenty-four.” 

“I was hoping you’d tell me why,” Raj said. “Who else lives here?” 

“My  daughter,  Cora.  My  wife  stayed  in  Guelph;  she  works  on  the weekend.” 

Maggie  was  puzzled  by  the  Pontiac  in  front  of  the  door.  She  was convinced  it  had  something  to  do  with  the  thief  she  bumped  into  and wondered if it belonged to his daughter. She had to ask, “Professor Berns, I recognize  the  Pontiac  outside.  I  saw  it  at  my  house,  but  I  just  missed them… I’m here now if they want to see me,” Maggie said, slightly altering the facts. 

“That  wreck?  It’s  my  kid’s  car,  but  everyone  uses  it,  including  their friends. I don’t see the connection, Ms. Flanagan.” 

Maggie took a step back, shocked that he knew her name. Her shoulder brushed a purple-haired, willowy teenager who had just walked through the door behind her in baggy jogging pants. 

“Dad? What’s going on? Why are you talking about me?” 

“It’s  Justin.  Would  you  excuse  us  a  moment?”  Without  waiting  for  a response, he ushered Maggie and Raj outside and closed the door on them. 

“Raj,  I’m  sorry  to  have  butted  in,  but  I’m  convinced  the  Pontiac  is relevant to the theft. Justin was in on it. I think he impersonated his father. 

It also explains his knowledge about the fossils that Indira talked about. He only had to listen to his father, because I’m sure Professor Berns is the type to  only  speak  about  himself  and  his  work.  I  know  it  isn’t  my  place,  but asking the professor whether he has spoken to Indira over the phone about the tusks and why he didn’t see them himself might lead to new insights.” 

Raj  looked  at  Maggie  sideways.  “I  don’t  think  you’d  have  done  this with  Humphries.  I  don’t  mind  this  time,  but  it  doesn’t  mean  that  you  can run  this  enquiry.”  He  smiled.  “It’s  a  good  idea,  but  it  still  doesn’t  explain the  robbery  of  those  tusks,  if  our  thief  is  dead…you  only  saw  a  mystery accomplice,  and  it  would  take  a  strong  man  to  carry  them  alone,  unless Anton Boulanger was in on it.” 

Raj raised his hand to knock on the door and held his fist up in the air in front of Professor Berns for a second. The professor had opened the door

and donned a coat. He said, “I’m ready to identify the body. The sooner we know,  the  better.  I  assume  you  don’t  need  my  daughter  for  this.  She’s distraught.” He looked at Maggie. “Ms. Flanagan, I’m surprised to see you here.” 

Maggie  wasn’t  sure  what  to  reply,  and  instead  of  finding  out  how  he knew  her  name,  she  said,  “Eh,  I  found  your  son  dead…  I’m  so  sorry  for your loss.” 

“Let’s first establish it’s him, shall we?” The professor stepped outside, closing the door behind him with authority. 

“One  moment.  Before  we  go,  you  must  know  that  there  was  an attempted  theft  of  Ms.  Rigby’s  parrot,  and  your  son  might’ve  been involved,  together  with  an  accomplice.  Are  you  sure  there’s  no  one  else staying at your cottage aside from your daughter?” Raj asked. “Does your son own an electric white bike, or anyone else in this household?” 

“My  daughter’s  boyfriend  appears  now  and  then.  My  son  lives  in  the bunkie  and  often  has  people  staying  over.  I  don’t  keep  track.  A  bicycle? 

Don’t you have more relevant questions?” 

“I saw it at Ms. Rigby’s the day your son died,” Maggie said. 

“Is that so, Ms. Flanagan? Perhaps   you  have something to do with my son’s  death?”  Maggie  felt  like  an  icicle  was  plunged  down  her  back.  She was speechless but knew the power of anger could be ruthless and masked deep grief. She happened to be the punching bag available to him. 

He  looked  at  Raj’s  name  badge.  “Constable  Gupta,  I  want  to  see  my son. Then you can ask me questions. Not the other way round.” 

“That’s fine. I’ll lead the way, and you follow in your car,” Raj said. 

The professor zipped up his coat and walked to his car. “Ms. Flanagan, you’re nothing like your father. He knew when to ask questions and when not to, but that was a long time ago.” 

Maggie withheld the question that was burning her lips.  If you knew my father  a  long  time  ago,  do  you  know  Mr.  Rigby  as  well,  by  any  chance? 

Instead, she said, “I apologize if I offended you. I’m quite shaken by your son’s death and want to understand what happened, that’s why I’m here. I imagine that you’d want the same.” Her lips quivered as she spoke, thinking about  her  own  father’s  death  a  little  over  a  year  ago  and  how  much  she missed him. “My father certainly would.” 

She watched them leave and stood for a moment, staring in a daydream at the golden Pontiac, and was brought back to reality by a muffled “shut up”  coming  from  a  room  on  the  first  floor.  Soon  after,  the  purple  hair  of Cora floated in front of the window before disappearing. 

Maggie  left  the  cottage  that  had  suddenly  become  quiet,  too  quiet  for her comfort. 

 









Chapter Fourteen







As soon as she arrived back home, Maggie let her excited dogs out, noticing they  were  eager  to  go  after  something  they  had  seen.  Beans  followed  a scent  right  away  and  stopped  close  to  the  house.  Maggie  looked  down  at what Beans was assiduously sniffing. “Beans, what is it? But that’s where the bicycle was…search, search.” 

The  little  terrier  went  around  in  circles  before  running  along  the driveway with Maggie just behind and Carrot pouncing around as if it was a fun game. There was a honk. Maggie shouted, “Beans, watch out, heel!” 

Adam shouted through his open window, “Be careful! I nearly ran you all over. What are you tracking?” He leaned over the window and looked at Beans, who had her nose in the dirt, sniffing and blowing next to his wheel. 

The dog hesitated for a second then sniffed the air in the direction of Moose Lodge. She paused and looked up at Maggie. 

“Good dog, Beans, very good dog,” Maggie said. 

Adam shook his head. 

“I trained them not to follow a scent beyond our land, and it worked!” 

She picked up her little terrier and rubbed her behind the ears. “I’m so sorry. 

You really surprised us.” 

“So did you! What were you doing? Following a bear?” 

“No, no, a bicycle. Not the actual bike, though. Someone parked it here earlier today and now left with it. It’s the same bike that was at Ms. Rigby’s

place when I bumped into the thief.” 

She  looked  up  at  the  window  to  see  if  Mr.  Rigby  was  still  there, although he wouldn’t be at the window. He must have cycled away, but the direction of the tire marks wasn’t toward Arthur and Bettie’s boat launch to access  their  island.  He  had  tricked  her  by  using  her  father,  and  she  was angry. “Adam, come, follow me quick. I suspect someone stole the parrot. I think it’s Mr. Rigby.” 

“Mr. Rigby? Maggie, you aren’t making any sense.” 

“Just follow me; I’ll explain in a moment. I need to see if Lulu is still there, because I left her alone for a bit.” 

“You left the house?” 

“Yes, Raj needed my help…” 

“I’m  completely  confused.”  He  stopped  at  the  door.  “If  you  don’t  tell me what’s going on, I won’t go inside.” 

“Mr. Rigby, Holly’s husband, was hiding in my place. He was here with Lulu. She’s really his bird, even more so than Holly’s. Please come.” She pulled at his sleeve. 

Beans wiggled out of Maggie’s arms like an electric sausage and barked her  way  toward  Lulu’s  room.  She  scratched  and  scratched  on  the  panel Maggie had placed in the hallway to prevent the dogs from bothering Lulu. 

Maggie put her hand on the doorknob. “Quiet, Beans. Shht, do you hear that?” 

“A  moan.  Let  me  go  in.  Step  back,  Maggie.”  Adam  opened  the  door wide. 

Mr. Rigby was lying on the floor of the room, hands and feet tied with the ropes from Lulu’s cage, a cloth around his mouth. The back of his head was bleeding. The cage and Lulu were gone. 

“Mr.  Rigby,  are  you  okay?”  Maggie  asked,  having  removed  his  gag, while Adam untied him, wielding his buck knife with skill. 

“Yes, but what about poor Lulu? It happened just after you left. I think someone was watching the house. I should’ve asked you to check when I saw  something  blue  move  in  the  woods.  I  dismissed  it,  thinking  it  was  a blue jay, but now I’m not so sure,” she added. 

“Mistaking a blue jay for a human, isn’t that a leap?” Adam said. 

“It was fleeting.” 

“Did you hear a car arrive?” 

“No, I was taken by surprise. I was sleeping, and the next thing I found myself like this and no more Lulu.” 

“And the dogs didn’t wake you up? They always bark for a car.” 

“Nothing can wake me up when I sleep.” 

“Or did you let them in via my bedroom? You stayed in it for a while. 

You must’ve checked the door to the outside terrace and seen that you can take  the  stairs  straight  down  to  the  yard,”  Maggie  said.  “Adam,  can  you check my bedroom door to the outside?” 

Adam  had  left  the  room  with  Beans  while  Carrot  sat  next  to  Maggie, putting a paw on her thigh, gently sniffing Mr. Rigby’s hand, as if he were asking whether he was all right. 

“I did open your bedroom door and peeked outside. I probably forgot to lock it. They must’ve watched me. That’s how they knew they could come in that way.” 

“If  you  didn’t  see  them,  how  do  you  know  there  was  more  than  one person?” Maggie asked, growing more and more suspicious. 

“I don’t know, but the cage is a little cumbersome to carry on your own. 

It’s possible, though. Poor Lulu. She’s just a bird.” 

“I think there might have been two of them, as you said, one in a car, the other picking up the bicycle… Did you come here on the electric bicycle?” 

Maggie  held  Mr.  Rigby  by  his  arms  as  she  stared  at  him  straight  in  his speckled eyes. 

“Yes, I took the bike from Holly’s place. It was my only way to get out fast once the police left. I’m really worried for Holly now, and Lulu.” 

After  Adam  returned,  he  said,  “No  break-in.  I  think  that’s  how  they came  in  and  left,  through  the  bedroom  door.  I  found  some  of  Lulu’s  food just outside the door and on the stairs.” 

“Just  like  for  the  two  tusks  stolen  at  the  pharmacy.  No  break-in!” 

Maggie said. 

“Tusks?” Mr. Rigby asked. “I should’ve guessed—you said two only?” 

“Mr.  Rigby,  you’ve  been  leading  me  on  like  anything.  That’s  enough. 

Spill the beans. As I told you, Adam’s my friend, but he’s also an officer of the  law,  a  conservation  officer,  and  since  they  deal  with  crime  relating  to wildlife,  smuggling  of  woolly  mammoth  tusks  would  also  fall  into  that category. Isn’t that right, Officer Clarkson?” 

The  men  were  silent,  looking  at  each  other  as  if  they  were  appraising each  other’s  strength,  like  two  matched  bears  reluctant  to  fight  but  not wanting to give in either. Adam spoke first as he unfolded his long body to stand with his legs apart, hands on his hips, looking down on Mr. Rigby in the  armchair  and  Maggie  sitting  on  its  armrest.  “Yes,  I’m  a  conservation officer. I do think an explanation is warranted, if you don’t want to end up straight  in  a  police  cell.  Are  you  Mr.  Rigby,  Holly  Rigby’s  husband?  The one  who  found  the  large  fossil  bed  in  Yukon  gold  mine,  after  which  you disappeared?” 

It  was  Maggie’s  turn  to  be  silent.  How  did  Adam  know  this?  Unless Arthur and Bettie knew about all this, too, like her father, Tina, and perhaps even Professor Berns. Perhaps she was the only one in the dark about what happened back then. 

“How do you know about the fossil bed? That was never in the papers. 

Only a handful of people knew, and two of them are dead. What tells me I can trust you?” Mr. Rigby sat up, his body tense. 

“If there’s one person you can trust, it’s Adam. He’s Arthur’s godson. 

You  insinuated  earlier  that  both  Bettie  and  Arthur  were  good  friends  of yours,  and  you  even  said  you  could  hide  at  their  place.  That  means  they know you’re here,” Maggie said. 

Mr.  Rigby  crumpled  back  into  the  armchair,  his  body  and  face collapsing  as  if  succumbing  to  the  intense  years  lived  in  tough environments. He began to cry, an endless stream of tears flowing out of his eyes but without the grimace of pain—just tears. Maggie deeply distrusted those  types  of  outpourings;  if  you  really  were  distressed,  the  nose  would become red and drippy, the lips would contort, and it would trigger her urge to console the person. This time it didn’t. 

As quick as his tears appeared, he returned to his relaxed, confident self. 

“My tears were for Lulu. I’ve hidden to myself how hard it was to leave her behind. I don’t want to lose that bird again, not now, and they know it, I’m sure of it. That’s my only weak spot. Yes, a bird, but she’s a very smart bird. 

I  think  she’ll  escape  at  her  first  opportunity.  Be  prepared  for  her  to  come back here, Maggie.” 

“Does Lulu really speak? I haven’t heard much coming out of her. If so, is that why they want to steal her? Because she holds a clue to your stash of fossils?” 

“Yes, Lulu speaks when she wants to, but she hasn’t learned secrets like that. However, she’s dear to me and to Holly. Lulu is a blackmail token for information. And if that doesn’t work, I’m afraid they’ll try other ways to get  what  they  want  out  of  Holly.  They  might  hurt  her,  or  worse…”  He looked at Adam. “Are you really Arthur’s godson, the one who found the island for them?” 

Adam nodded. 

“I  happen  to  have  met  Arthur  and  Bettie  in  Europe.  They’re  like  me; they travel a lot. They don’t know I’m here yet, but I helped Arthur out at the time, so I think he’d do the same now for me, and so would his godson. 

You  can  speak  to  them  if  you  want  before  you  decide  what  to  do.  But please,  can  you  give  me  twenty-four  hours  before  telling  the  police  about me?  All  I  can  say  is  that  I  haven’t  killed  anyone,  and  I  haven’t  stolen anything, but I was hit on the head and stolen from.” 

“Why don’t you want to go to the police to report what just happened to you?” Adam asked. 

Maggie winced. “Adam, I’m not sure that’s a good idea. He’s okay now and wasn’t supposed to be in my home. Maybe we should give him twenty-four hours, but we deliver him to Arthur and Bettie so they can keep a close eye on him. Not only they’re on an island, but Arthur’s also very good at surveillance.” Maggie thought of Arthur’s time as a spy during the Second World War and his own mysterious background that he kept to himself with skill, in spite of her prodding. 

“What  about  the  bird,  Maggie?”  Adam  asked.  “Shouldn’t  you  inform Humphries all the same?” 

“He’s  in  hospital,  with  a  heart  attack…  Raj  said  he  was  okay  and  has taken  over  his  position.  He’s  completely  swamped  now,  and  maybe  Lulu comes  back  as  he  says,  or  we  find  her.  We  could  pool  our  forces  to  find Lulu?” 

“Just as kind as your father. But this time I don’t need help to find who caught my Lulu. I’ve got to sort this out myself.” 

Adam  was  silent  and  tightened  his  ponytail,  as  he  often  did  when  he was about to give his final verdict. “I’ll call Arthur and see what he has to say. Maggie, you’ve got to tell Raj about the parrot.” 

“What about him?” Maggie asked. 

“I leave it up to you,” Adam replied as he left the room. 

Maggie faced Sam Rigby. “Give me one reason why I can believe you, and  this  time  it  better  be  good,  not  a  good  luck  stone.”  She  flicked  her pendant up in the air. 

“All right. There’s a picture in the staircase of four men, among them your father.” 

“Yes,  I  know  which  one  you  mean,  all  four  in  front  of  a  Beaver  float plane.” 

“Precisely. Can you get it?” 

Maggie recalled what her father had told her about the photograph just before he passed away. She had stopped him from destroying it when she walked into his room. She had insisted it was the only photograph she had of him from his time before her mother. He made her promise to be on her guard if any of them tried to approach her, and her best protection would be her ignorance of this part of his past. She had countered that he always told her knowledge was the best weapon in this world and that he had to equip her  for  a  potential  encounter.  She  scolded  him  for  wanting  to  destroy  her only chance to recognize them. 

Sadly, he didn’t have time to tell her the full story that day because her mother  interrupted  their  conversation.  All  he  had  said  was  that  it  was  the wildest time of his life, and he had willingly been drawn into their plan but had managed to get out without any damage, unlike one of them. He swore to her mother that he would never stay in touch with any of them. He never mentioned it entailed being a bush pilot, but that had to have been his role. 

Maggie  wondered  why  she  hadn’t  made  the  connection  yet.  With hindsight, perhaps the reason she was drawn to the hummingbird cottage, as she called it, might have been because of its renter: the professor. He had a familiar face because he looked exactly like one of the men in the picture she  had  stared  at  so  often  after  her  father’s  death.  His  face  had  the plumpness of youth, and his nose didn’t appear to have such a thin ridge as it  did  now,  but  the  deep,  sunken  eyes  and  his  intense  look  of  superiority were  the  same.  He  was  a  dried-up  version  of  his  younger  self  but recognizable to Maggie now. 

She  examined  the  other  two  men  as  she  was  about  to  enter  the  room where Mr. Rigby was and stopped. Her heart raced. What if her father also had a hidden stash of fossils, his share of the deal? Perhaps inside the chest that had appeared in the attic? She lifted the photograph to study the faces

better. Could Mr. Rigby be the one with those prominent O legs and knobby knees?  None  of  the  faces  seemed  to  match  his,  though.  There  wasn’t  any parrot in the picture either. 

“Good,  you  still  have  it,”  Mr.  Rigby  said,  taking  the  photograph  from her hands. 

Maggie asked, “Is this you?” pointing to the man with the O legs. 

“I’m not in this picture, and those aren’t my legs. Look.” He pulled up his pants and stuck his legs out. “Straight. That man died. By the way you look, I can tell you have a hunch as to who these people are?” 

“Yes, my father is in the picture, and he told me the last man in the row was a pilot. So they were both pilots?” 

“Yes, he was a pilot for the mine, but only your father knew about the fossils, not him.” 

“You  took  the  picture,  otherwise  how  would  you  know  about  it?” 

Worried  that  her  father  might  be  linked  to  a  death,  she  asked,  “When  did this man die?” 

“Shortly after this picture was taken up in Yukon, not far from Dawson City. This is the river that runs through that area. And behind there, do you see it?” 

Maggie looked closer; all she saw was a muddy escarpment. 

“That’s  close  to  the  gold  mine  and  where  we  found  those  tusks  and many other fossils buried in the thick layer of organic material.” 

Maggie  shuddered  at  the  thought  that  this  man  might  be  the  real dangerous person in the group. Her father had never mentioned him. He had a  similar  mastery  of  psychology  as  Arthur  and  could  talk  his  way  out  of anything  while  capturing  all  the  unconscious  information  she  was  giving away as she moved and talked. Maybe they had both worked for the same secret  intelligence  service.  That  could  explain  him  saying  he  had  helped Arthur  out.  Meanwhile,  Arthur  had  said  he  was  retired…but  spies  never retire, or do they? 

Why was Adam taking so much time talking with Arthur? If Mr. Rigby really were dangerous, he would have been back by now…





 









Chapter Fifteen





Raj handed Professor Berns a cup of coffee and returned to his seat on the other side of the table in the small interrogation room. It was customary to have  another  officer  sit  in  the  room  with  him,  but  given  the  shock  the professor just had when he identified the body as his son, Raj didn’t want to pressure him. 

“Are you sure you want to answer questions now?” Raj asked, feeling the  man’s  pain  radiate  into  his  own  body.  He  straightened  up  in  his  chair, reminding  himself  he  was  on  duty  and  couldn’t  let  emotions  dominate  his thinking. 

“Yes. I want to know what happened and what he did. I can face it now.” 

“Did you receive a call from my wife, Indira Gupta, the pharmacist, to come and identify fossils?” 

“No, we emailed to arrange an appointment. I was very interested, since it isn’t often we come across such a find. But I was already driving up when I  was  sent  a  message  that  she’d  cancelled  because  it  turned  out  they  were fake  and  she  didn’t  want  to  waste  my  time.  That  didn’t  surprise  me.  I  see lots of copies out there, most of the time rather poorly done.” 

“When  did  you  get  this  message,  and  who  told  you  that?  Because  she didn’t call anyone,” Raj replied. 

“I  knew  it…I  should’ve  been  suspicious.”  He  sighed.  “My  son.  He’s been helping me with my work for the past six months. I was happy with his

interest in it. He’s very smart…was…and was a sponge for knowledge, just like I was at his age. He had access to my calendar and took calls for me.” 

“Do you suspect he impersonated you before?” 

“No,  I’m  still  amazed  that  he  could  without  anyone  suspecting.  A professor at his age?” 

“My wife did suspect, but he did indeed know a lot about paleontology. 

Well, mammoth tusks to be precise. What about Ms. Rigby? Had you set up an appointment with her that got cancelled as well?” 

The professor turned white. “Did she kill him?” 

“Why would she?” Raj asked. 

“Revenge.” 

“For what?” 

“For having told her years ago that the tusks her husband had her keep for him were fake. She couldn’t sell them, I know, because I keep track of what is sold, and fossils often land on my desk before they’re sold abroad. I give a stamp of approval. I’m authorized by the government to authenticate them and judge their scientific merit.” 

“So  you  already  knew  about  those  tusks?  Why  accept  taking  another look at them?” 

“Because it wasn’t Ms. Rigby asking, was it? It was your wife. Are those the same tusks?” 

“Likely  they  aren’t  fake,  since  they’ve  been  stolen.  Maybe  your  son identified them correctly while you hadn’t…” 

Professor Berns wiggled on his chair. “I know my fossils. It takes years of experience to become an expert. And I am an expert in woolly mammoth tusks  and  their  difference  from  elephant  tusks.  I’m  often  called  upon  in smuggling  operations  around  the  world  to  authenticate  fossils.  Especially now, every fossil found in a mine in Canada has to be seen by me and other certified  colleagues,  of  course,  to  be  authenticated  and  decided  whether  it can be sold. Therefore, no, I cannot be mistaken.” 

“Even  if  it  was  years  ago,  as  you  said  yourself,  you  must’ve  been  a young scientist then without much experience…” 

“Did Ms. Rigby confess to his murder?” 

“Slow down. She was knocked unconscious. There’s no evidence that she killed your son.” Raj thought of the poison that still needed to be identified but according to the pathologist wasn’t the cause of his death. “Your son fell, 

either because he was dizzy or because he slipped on nuts and hit his head on the corner of a granite countertop when he tried to help his accomplice steal the bird. He wasn’t murdered.” 

“On nuts? Is this a joke? Well, this is neither the place nor the moment for that. I’ve had enough of this.” He stood up and headed for the door. 

“Professor, I’m serious. The parrot’s nuts were all over the kitchen floor and also under your son’s shoes. The coroner can’t be certain he was dizzy, but it’s possible he was.” 

“What kind of nut? It must be very hard to trip on nuts!” 

“Walnuts have hard shells. Hazelnuts… It’s possible. But you’re right in  this  case,  that’s  why  we’ve  kept  open  the  explanation  that  he  had  a sudden drop in blood pressure that could’ve caused him to fall.” 

An officer knocked on the door. “Sir, can you come a moment? It might be important.” 

“Excuse  me,  Professor.  We  still  need  to  talk.  I’ll  only  be  a  short moment.” Raj stood up and joined the professor, who was by the door, about to leave. 

“No.  I  want  to  see  my  family  now.  I  need  to  tell  my  wife.  But  I’ll  be back tomorrow morning to hear from you what really happened. If not, I’ll find out myself.” 

He walked out, leaving Raj unable to stop him without a specific reason to do so. 

“I’ll  pass  by  your  home  tomorrow.  And  don’t  leave  the  area  until  we speak again,” Raj said. 

Professor  Berns  grumbled  with  a  nod  and  disappeared  behind  the swinging doors to the public area. 

“Constable,  what’s  so  important?”  Raj  asked,  irritated  to  have  been interrupted when he sensed he could have gotten more out of the professor. 

“It’s the tusks, sir. Your wife found them. She just called and insisted I interrupt to tell you, since it might be important.” 

“What  do  you  mean  they  appeared  again,  just  like  that?”  Seeing  the young constable at a loss, Raj said, “Okay, okay, I’ll call her.” 

He got her on the phone right away. “Indira, what’s going on? Did you have a memory loss and suddenly remembered where you put those tusks?” 

“No,  no…nothing  like  that.  I  was  going  to  pick  up  my  car  tomorrow afternoon,  as  planned.  But  then  Barrie  called  and  said  it  was  ready,  so  I

thought I’d return his loaner and pick it up tonight. He said Anton would be there if he wasn’t.” 

“Yes, yes…get to the point?” 

“Well,  Anton  was  there,  but  he  wasn’t  alone.  He  was  having  an argument with my new shop assistant, Oliver—you know, the twenty-year-old I told you about. Oliver insisted he had to help him out, just this once, to move  them  because  Holly  would  want  it.  I  know  I  shouldn’t  have eavesdropped, but I couldn’t help it.” 

“Indira, my patience is running out very fast!” 

“He pointed to a heap covered in a tarp, and I’m sure I saw the tip of one of  the  tusks  sticking  out.  That’s  when  I  thought  it’s  best  to  call  you.  I’m outside the garage now. What do I do? I can follow them to see where they move them to…” 

“No, stay put, I’m coming…take pictures if you can, but make sure they don’t see you.” 



*



Adam  returned  to  the  room  with  a  stern  face.  Maggie,  still  holding  the picture of the men, looked up at him expectantly, while Mr. Rigby sat back in the chair as if he were settling in for good. 

“What did Arthur say?” Maggie asked. 

“It’s  really  unclear  to  me.  Yes,  he  knows  a  lot  about  you,  Mr.  Rigby, because of what Holly told them rather than having met you. They both saw Holly a lot when they arrived a few years ago, but Arthur less now. Bettie is still part of your wife’s book club, so she sees her often.” 

“Please  call  me  Sam.  Of  course  Arthur  knows  me!  But  he  might’ve forgotten we met abroad…in a different context.” 

“That might be true, but when I told him of your reappearance, he very much doubted you’d have come back, given what had happened, and if you did, Holly wouldn’t appreciate it if they housed you.” 

“I knew he might hesitate, that’s fine. Holly’s view would’ve tainted his perception  of  me.  I’ll  have  to  find  another  place  to  stay.”  He  raised  his eyebrows expectantly as he looked at Maggie then at Adam in turn. 

“Adam,  before  you  say  anything,  this  story  goes  back  to  my  dad’s twenties.” 

Maggie  brought  him  up  to  speed  with  what  Sam  had  told  her  so  far about the photograph. Something bothered her about Mr. Rigby’s account of the  story.  “What’s  the  true  reason  you  had  to  disappear?  I  simply  can’t believe you’re in a protective witness program, if this man who died in the picture was thought to have died in an accident. Only if they knew it was murder at the time—then you could’ve tipped them off about something that made  you  a  target  and  you  needed  to  go  into  hiding.  Or  is  there  another reason?” 

Mr. Rigby lowered his arms slowly and sat up a little, as if he were about to give a speech. “I can’t tell you the reason because I don’t want them to go after you. I’ve got reason to believe they’ve become too greedy for their own good and don’t have any scruples. None…” 

Maggie asked, “Has it got to do with the fossils you found? Was my dad involved in this? I need to know.” 

“Indirectly,  as  an  innocent  victim,  in  that  they  used  his  services  as  a pilot, but he didn’t discover the fossils, so he wasn’t part of the group. He never knew exactly what was going on at the time, but he decided to quit because he smelled a rat. Something tells me he figured things out before he died.” 

“Was  it  really  an  accident,  or  was  the  person  in  the  picture  killed  as  a result of this hole mammoth scheme? Perhaps you all agreed to kill him to get a bigger share?” 

Mr.  Rigby  smiled.  “You’re  exactly  like  your  dad.  You  can  sniff  things out too. At the time, he didn’t believe it was an accident. He even said he had the proof of it, but not what it was or who had done it. He didn’t witness the accident, while two others did. That’s the real reason he quit the job as a pilot for the miners, and with that he also stopped flying fossils out of that location  too.  I  realized  later  he  was  right.  I  now  want  to  prove  what  he couldn’t.” 

“But why, after all those years, why wait so long? And my dad died over a year ago. Why did it take you so long to come?” Maggie asked, regretting even more that she hadn’t asked her father more questions. Perhaps he did manage to get in touch with Mr. Rigby one way or another, and it took him time to find a way to come back here safely. If that were the case, she felt the urge to help solve the case, for his sake. 

“Because I needed to be here to see it. Sometimes it takes wisdom and experience to figure out that what we’re looking for is under our noses… I can’t find the proof if the police know I’m here—I need to be free to move, and people have to believe I haven’t returned. In fact, I need your help by spreading the word that is already out there that I was last spotted in Africa near  a  mine  and  that  I’m  most  likely  dead  by  now.  Just  like  Holly’s  been saying.” 

Maggie  had  forgotten  about  Adam,  who  was  leaning  against  the  door, arms  crossed  on  his  chest,  and  said,  “We  have  to  inform  Constable  Raj Gupta  about  the  second  bird  theft,  and  that’s  final.”  He  gave  her  his  dark warning eyes when the ice-blue turned to dark gray under the cover of his eyebrows.  “He’ll  also  have  to  know  exactly  what  happened  and  that  you, Sam, were in Maggie’s house. Only then can we be in a position to help you, together  with  the  police,  Raj,  find  Lulu  and  uncover  the  truth,  whatever  it might be.” 

Maggie felt a surge of excitement. She wanted to follow the strong scent of her father’s secret quest, and if it meant admitting to hiding Mr. Rigby, she would find a way to explain it one way or another when the time came. 

She nodded her agreement and waited for Mr. Rigby to reply. 

Mr. Rigby grumbled, “If that’s the only way, so be it. But I’ll hold you responsible if something happens to Holly. No one knows I’m here, and if there’s a leak, I know where it comes from.” 

“Really? What about the people who stole Lulu? They saw you, or were they your accomplices?” Adam said. 

“No. I swear. I doubt they knew who I was when they hit me, otherwise they’d  have  questioned  me.  But  they’ll  be  after  Holly,  and  to  prevent  it  I need to find Lulu.” 

“I’m  choosing  to  believe  you  for  now,”  Adam  said  in  a  matter-of-fact voice. “I propose you stay at my place, where I can keep a very close eye on you and you can tell me exactly what fossils are still hidden here. I won’t let any  mammoth  tusk,  or  other  bones  for  that  matter,  exit  Foxton  so  easily, especially  now  that  they  might  be  linked  to  a  past  murder,  according  to Maggie. I’ll arrange for Raj to speak with you in person, Mr. Rigby, while you, Maggie, you—” 

Maggie  interrupted  him,  with  a  wink  of  acknowledgement  that  she could  thankfully  always  count  on  him.  “I’ll  look  for  traces  of  the  thieves

around  my  property  with  the  dogs  and  whether  there’s  evidence  of  them having searched my belongings for hidden fossils or photos from that time, since my dad seems to have been involved in this.” She followed the pair outside,  and  just  as  she  mentioned  the  photos,  she  grabbed  Mr.  Rigby’s wrist from behind. “No, Sam, it’s mine, don’t try to steal it.” She narrowed her eyes as she tugged at the frame. 

“Sorry. I was just borrowing it to show it to the constable,” Mr. Rigby replied casually. 

“I’ll  email  a  copy  to  Constable  Gupta.  No  need  to  worry.”  Maggie smiled. 

She  waved  at  Adam  and  rushed  back  inside  the  house,  eager  to  check whether  her  father’s  mysterious  box  in  the  attic  was  still  there  and  intact. 

The trap door in her bedroom to the attic was still open, which would easily have allowed the thieves to have a look there. 



 









Chapter Sixteen







Raj had agreed with Barrie about how they would tackle Anton and Oliver in the garage. Indira was still posted at the front end of the garage, while they  entered  by  the  back  door.  Barrie  led  the  way,  as  if  he  was  returning home as usual. 

“Anton,”  Barrie  shouted  from  the  bottom  of  the  staircase  to  his  home above  his  workshop,  in  the  direction  of  the  garage  workshop.  “Are  you there?” 

After a few shuffling and metal banging noises, Anton replied, “Yeah! 

I’ll close up the garage. I’m almost done. I’ve put some beer in the fridge. 

Help yourself, I’ll join you in a moment.” 

“What about Indira’s car? Did she come and pick it up?” Barrie asked. 

Raj  hadn’t  expected  Anton  to  appear  at  the  back  door  in  a  flash,  and Anton  hadn’t  anticipated  Raj.  Anton  blushed  and  said  very  loudly, 

“Constable Gupta, I thought your wife—” 

Barrie interrupted him. “Anton, why are you shouting like that? You’re bursting my eardrums.” 

Raj pushed past Anton at the sound of a large object falling. He caught the glimpse of a figure in a hoodie slip out the front door. When he reached the street, the figure had vamoosed, but Indira waved at him from the other side and said, “Oliver ran to the right.” She pointed in the direction of The Twins Fish & Chips at a figure in a pair of jeans hanging low on the waist, 

padded  sweatshirt,  and  bright  blue  sneakers.  “I’m  sure  it’s  him.  He  wears those sneakers all the time.” 

Raj  attempted  to  run  after  him,  but  Oliver  jumped  into  a  car  that appeared to have been waiting for him and left Raj panting on the sidewalk. 

He  joined  Indira,  who  was  waiting  for  him  in  front  of  the  garage.  When they entered, Barrie was squatting next to the tusks, listening to Anton. 

“Oliver said Holly gave them to him, since the pharmacist didn’t want them.  He  just  wanted  to  leave  them  here  overnight  and  use  my  trailer tomorrow to transport them. I thought it was all legit.” 

Barrie picked up one of the curvy tusks and slid it over his shoulders, as he did with his bassoon. “Wow. I’ve never seen anything like this before. 

Raj, are they really woolly mammoth tusks?” 

“Yes, I assume so. Stolen tusks,” Raj said. 

Anton dropped the piece of tarp he was holding. “I really had no idea he’d stolen them.” 

“Really? Or did you help him remove them from the attic?” Raj asked. 

“No, I didn’t.” 

“You must know this Oliver well,” Raj said, “for him to leave a valuable parcel with you.” 

Anton  shrugged.  “He  works  in  the  pharmacy,  that’s  all  I  know.  I  was just going to lend him my trailer, what’s wrong with that?” 

“So not only the storage but also the trailer?” Raj asked. “You lend your trailer to virtual strangers; I’ll know who to ask next time.” 

“I like helping others, and it’s an old trailer.” 

“Do you know where he was going to move the tusks to?” Raj asked. 

“Nope.” 

Barrie had lifted one of the tusks, nearly poking Raj in the face with it. 

“Sorry, it’s not easy to move these on your own. Oliver doesn’t come across like a strong guy. He’d need help to move them without damaging them.” 

Barrie stared at the fossils as if he had seen an apparition in his garage. He said, “Can you picture the size of the animal with those two curvy tusks? It won’t fit in here, even with my high ceiling, I bet. Wow…” 

They  all  took  a  step  back,  as  if  the  mammoth  had  materialized  before them,  and  then  all  eyes  focused  on  Anton,  who  was  kneeling  next  to  the tusks, examining them. 

“I  swear  I  didn’t  help  him  bring  them  here.  I  was  out  buying  my sandwich  when  he  brought  them.  If  I’d  known  they  were  stolen,  would  I allow him to put them here so that Barrie could see them too? You should be going after Oliver before he leaves the area, not me!” 

Raj  was  irritated.  He  had  a  fair  point.  He  should  have  tried  to  catch Oliver, but he was convinced Anton played a role, including relating to the parrot.  Raj  felt  a  sudden  dip  in  energy.  The  sleepless  night  was  playing tricks with his ability to reason. He suppressed a yawn and said, “Can you help carry those tusks to the police station on your trailer, Anton?” He bent down to lift one, but feeling a slight twinge in his lower back, he abandoned the attempt. “No wonder they weren’t stolen sooner; not the easiest thing to conceal and transport. I’ll get one of the constables to come and help.” 

“I can do it with Anton,” Barrie said. 

“Yes, yes, maybe. Indira, Oliver’s address, what’s his last name?” Raj asked. 

“Oliver  Sloan.  His  address  is,  wait  a  minute,  that’s  close  to  Maggie’s. 

He’s staying at his girlfriend’s cottage—well, her parents, I should say. On Lake View Road, 220.” 

“Indira, are you sure?” Raj asked, surprised. 

Indira nodded. “That’s what he wrote. He said it was a rental cottage.” 

“That’s a coincidence…” Raj didn’t want to say in front of everybody that it was the cottage where he had seen the professor, over an hour ago. A sudden  idea  crossed  his  mind.  “Indira,  do  you  know  whether  Maggie  has seen Oliver before?” 

“I don’t know, possibly at the pharmacy, but he’s only been working for me during the past week. Why?” Indira asked. 

“Never mind.” He sighed and instructed Barrie to deal with the tusks, having  warned  his  colleagues  that  he  was  heading  back  to  the  professor’s home. “Anton, I expect you to make a statement at the police station about those tusks. And stay around. We’ll want to question you further.” 



*



Sergeant Humphries was unable to overpower the snores of his roommate with his own. Irritated, he jumped out of his bed. Feeling light-headed, he was reminded of his recent heart attack. He wasn’t used to letting his body

tell him how to feel. He believed he could order it how to behave, as if his mind  were  a  separate  entity  from  the  rest  of  him.  He  walked  out  of  the room, relieved to find slightly cooler air in the corridor. 

Given  his  strict  diet  that  evening,  even  the  smell  of  the  unpalatable hospital food that lingered was appealing. He shook his head—how could he ever be on a diet? What were they thinking? Impossible. He was hungry and  was  going  to  find  the  cookies,  or  even  better,  cakes  that  were  in  the staff resting room. There was always something there to go with the coffee or tea, just like at the police station. 

Aside from the beeping of the monitoring machines, grunts, and snores, the floor was quiet. Even the police officer stationed in front of Ms. Rigby’s room  was  crumpled  up  on  his  chair,  asleep.  Sergeant  Humphries  would normally  have  interacted  with  him,  but  not  this  time.  He  was  on  another mission.  There  was  no  intruder  to  be  seen.  Even  the  on-call  nurse  and doctor must be resting, since he couldn’t hear any voices. 

He pushed his IV drip contraption in front of him. The squeaking was so  loud  that  he  nearly  pulled  the  tube  out  of  his  arm  to  leave  it  behind. 

Instead, he picked it up and followed his nose. He poked his head through the open door of the nurses’ room. No sign of life, but next to the coffee machine  lay  an  unmistakable  donut  box,  not  from  the  Horizon  Cafe,  but good enough for now. 

He tried to wiggle the IV stand between the chair and the cabinets with difficulty,  making  far  more  noise  than  he  wished.  Finally,  he  reached  the prize and licked his lips with anticipation. He took the box and opened it. 

The lack of donuts and a stern voice behind him made him drop it. 

“What are you doing, Sergeant Humphries?” 

He  turned  around  to  face  the  scary  woman.  Before  she  could  add anything, he said, “I was looking for earplugs. I didn’t want to disturb you, and I really can’t sleep with all the noises.” 

“Earplugs!”  Her  laugh  resonated  in  the  room.  “In  a  donut  box.  Funny place to store them, don’t you think? Sergeant Humphries, I know it’s hard for  you,  but  it’s  really  for  your  own  good.”  She  opened  a  drawer  and handed him a pack of earplugs. “Here, this should help. I can ask the doctor if he can give you something to help you sleep if you like?” 

“No, no. I don’t want that. Look, isn’t your light blinking?” He pointed to the warning light. 

“Yes, it’s from Ms. Rigby’s room. Oh, and there’s no point in hanging around here. There’s no food. I’m on a diet too, and the only way I find it works is if I’m not tempted. So I gave all the donuts to the visitors. Go back to bed.” She gently pushed him out of the room. 

He  was  very  moody.  Seeing  his  officer  still  asleep  at  the  door,  he stepped in front of the nurse, bent down into the ear of the police officer, and shouted, “Wake up, that’s an order!” 

The  poor  man  fell  off  his  chair  and  looked  up  at  the  sergeant  in bewilderment. 

“Sergeant Humphries, look what you’ve done! You’ve woken everyone up,”  the  nurse  said  as  she  opened  the  door  to  Ms.  Rigby’s  room.  Several lights across the corridor were blinking, requesting the visit of the doctor or the nurse. 

Sergeant  Humphries  was  now  completely  awake  and  needed  a distraction to keep the thought of food out of his mind. He peered over her shoulder. Ms. Rigby was sitting upright in her bed and waved at him. But more importantly, just like Pooh seeing a pot of honey with a box that had to be full of bread or something to put the honey on, he couldn’t resist the urge to have a look. 

“Oh,  Nurse,  I’m  fine.  In  fact,  I  wanted  to  speak  with  a  police  officer, and I tried getting out of bed, but I’m too weak, that’s why I called. Now that Sergeant Humphries is here, please don’t bother with me,” Ms. Rigby said. 

“Are you sure? He isn’t on duty. I can call the officer outside the door. 

Sergeant Humphries is here as a patient, like you,” the nurse said, casting a baleful eye on the sergeant. 

“Of course, what was I thinking? You’re not in uniform, so sorry,” Ms. 

Rigby said. 

Sergeant Humphries was suddenly aware of a draft down his backside. 

He creased the cloth of his hospital robe and tucked it as he sat on the chair next to her bed. “Excuse my outfit, but I’m still in charge of this case, even from a hospital bed and whatever my colleagues say. Now is a good time to talk; it’s quiet. Nurse, I’m fine.You’d better look after your other patients.” 

“Are  you  sure?”  Ms.  Rigby  asked.  “It  might  be  an  inappropriate moment, but I was told if something came back to me that I should speak to your officer.” 

Once the nurse had left the room, he ascertained that her neighbor, Ms. 

Owen,  was  truly  sound  asleep.  He  whispered,  “You’re  absolutely  correct. 

You can speak in full confidence.” He couldn’t help but glance at the pot of honey and at the wooden box next to it. 

To his pleasure, she seemed to have understood his nonverbal message, since she took the box from her night stand and handed it to him. “I want you to keep it. As long as I have it here, I don’t feel safe.” 

He had just found a fellow cookie addict. He smiled. “I didn’t know you also  have  a  sweet  tooth,  but  I’m  not  sure  I  can  resist  them  either.”  He opened the lid of the wooden trunk. Seeing strange objects that looked like bones instead of cookies or bread, he closed it hastily and cleared his throat. 

He vaguely remembered the treasure box. “It relates to your bird. Do you think they want to come and steal this? Why?” he asked, trying to cover up his misinterpretation with a serious tone. 

“I  just  want  you  to  keep  it  safe.  You  see,  this  box  and  fossils  that  are inside  belonged  to  my  dear  husband,  and  I’m  afraid  someone  will  steal them  from  me.  It’s  a  precious  souvenir.  I’m  thankful  Maggie  Flanagan brought it to me, but I don’t understand why she did and where she found it. 

But that’s only part of what I wanted to say. I remember the break-in now. 

Not really a break-in.” Ms. Rigby looked at the sergeant, then at the pot of honey. 

“Oh, this honey… I’m afraid it isn’t mine. Ms. Owen just put it on my night table because she had no room with all the Dutch husks and cookies her son brought her.” 

His  wife  often  teased  him  when  he  tried  to  look  very  sweet  to  get  a treat; she always said his moustache danced above his lips in sync with his eyebrows.  Feeling  his  mouth  twitch,  he  smoothened  his  moustache  and picked  up  the  pot.  “I  was  just  curious.  I  don’t  recognize  the  beekeeper’s name and have sampled all the local honey.” He put it back. “Sorry, this is irrelevant. Please tell me what you remember of the theft.” 

“Not  that  much.  I  was  in  the  kitchen  speaking  with  the  sweet  young student  about  fossils.  Fascinating  how  much  someone  so  young  already knows.  His  name  escapes  me  now.  We  heard  noises  in  the  living  room.  I thought  it  was  Anton  who’d  come  back  and  was  playing  with  Lulu.  I wanted  to  give  him  the  bag  of  nuts  I  had  just  bought  for  her,  but  then  I heard Lulu scream, so I dropped everything and ran to the living room.” 

Tears welled in her eyes. She sighed deeply. 

“Take your time, it’s difficult for you, I know.” 

“I’m  so  confused.  When  I  arrived  in  the  entrance,  all  I  saw  was  Lulu being pulled down by her leather straps as she tried to fly away, and then a blackout.” 

“Do you recall a face? Was it Anton?” 

She shook her head. “I was so distressed to see Lulu that I didn’t even look  at  the  person.  Anton?  Never.  If  he’d  been  there,  nothing  would’ve happened.” 

“What about the voice?” 

“Yes…yes there were voices…but it might’ve been that poor man. Is it true  that  he  was  murdered?  Is  Lulu  taken  care  of?”  She  let  her  head  fall back onto the pillow. 

“The bird is fine. I can tell you that. It knows how to defend itself well.” 

He  pointed  to  the  bandage  on  his  scalp.  “You  mentioned  voices…how many?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t remember. He never should’ve come back…” 

“Who shouldn’t have come back?” 

“You’ll keep it in your room?” 

Sergeant Humphries was a little confused. “You mean your box? Yes, of course, but you said someone came back? Who is that, your husband?” 

“No.  How  could  he?  Why  do  you  insist  on  opening  an  old  wound, Sergeant? He vanished from the surface of this planet over forty years ago, and all I want to keep from that time is this souvenir.” 

The  nurse  reappeared.  “Now  that’s  enough  talking,  back  to  bed.” 

Sergeant Humphries opened his mouth. “And no arguing. You all need rest, and we don’t want to wake her up.” She pointed to Ms. Owen, who looked blissfully asleep. 

Sergeant Humphries wrestled with his IV drip on one side and the box on the other. He couldn’t help the loud rattling sounds as he tucked it under his arm. 

The nurse’s shushing was overridden by Ms. Rigby saying, “Be careful! 

It’s fragile. Hold it upright.” 

Sergeant Humphries retreated slowly to his room, weighed down by the tiredness that had caught up with him after he had expended his last energy instructing the police officer to stay vigilant. 

 









Chapter Seventeen







Maggie struggled to open her eyes. She was in the realm where dream and reality  tug  at  each  other.  She  was  riding  a  woolly  mammoth,  leading  a northern  expedition.  The  swaying  of  the  animal  was  such  that  she  was slowly  sliding  off.  Its  long  hairs  were  too  slippery  to  hold  on  to.  As  she glided  down  its  side,  she  grabbed  hold  of  its  ear,  but  it  was  too  small  to allow  her  a  smooth  descent,  and  the  beast  kept  its  head  high.  One  last attempt at swinging her body a little to reach the tusk failed. She fell down. 

She opened her eyes. She was wide awake now, lying on the floor next to  her  couch.  She  removed  a  flight  path  logbook  from  her  face,  slipping back  into  it  a  flyer  of  the  Copenhagen  Historic  Grand  Prix  her  father  had seen  a  year  and  a  half  ago  as  a  stopover  before  he  last  visited  her  in England.  Carrot,  who  had  fallen  with  Maggie,  was  lying  heavily  on  her tummy, pressing her back against an object. She shoved the Irish Setter off her. “Move, and be careful where you put your paws. You’re scratching me. 

Silly red mammoth.” She sat up, rubbing his head with affection. 

Beans  was  sniffing  at  the  broken  fossil  tooth  she  had  fallen  onto. 

“That’s not for you, I told you already.” She picked it up and put it on the driftwood  table,  together  with  a  photobook.  She  rubbed  her  back  as  she looked at the mess she had made. The living room was strewn with items from the trunk she had brought down from the attic—her father’s secret life. 

Her  eyes  fell  on  the  newspaper  clipping  of  the  time  that  stated  a  man had died by falling face down onto a broken tusk that went straight through his chest, according to the two witnesses. The three men who were with him at the time tried to save him, but when they reached the plane, it was too late. Her father had scribbled in his familiar writing in the space next to the column.  Convinced that the piece lodged in his chest isn’t a tusk piece, too small  and  sharp.  Must  be  a  match  to  tooth  that  fell  out  of  his  pocket  in plane, wish I’d found it sooner, before he was cremated and the case was closed. Couldn’t have fallen on it, must’ve been murder, but who? Why did they both say he slipped and fell? 

Maggie imagined that the owners of the gold mine were keen to cover things up as much as the three witnesses, it seemed, since it was ruled an accident  and  the  man  was  buried  without  any  enquiry.  She  looked  at  the broken  tooth.  Could  this  be  what  he  was  talking  about?  Why  did  he  still have it in his possession and not hand it to the police? 

The answer came in her father’s flight book and his scribbled notes on one of its back pages. Maggie had figured out that her father had been the pilot  who  flew  the  body  away,  because  he  described  Knud  Baker’s  last moment in the plane as if he were recording it for the police.  Knud reached for  his  bandana  before  uttering  one  last  word:  FAKE.  I  handed  him  the cloth, then he died. 

In a different color pen, as if it were added at another date, her father had  written  on  the  same  page,  he  wanted  to  show  me  the  tooth  that  had rolled behind the seat. I’m sure of it now, why did I only see it when I flew home and they’d cremated him? Why did it disappear all those years only for me to find it now as if to haunt me, or did she hide it to protect me? I don’t need protection. I need to know the truth my love. 

Maggie  reread  several  times  his  words,  wondering  whether  he  was referring to her mother, and she might have found the tooth at the time and hidden  it,  fearing  he  was  involved  in  the  story.  But  then  why  didn’t  she discard it? Maggie would probably never find out, but it might be crucial to help solve the mystery of his death. 

Maggie ran her hand through her messy curls. It was still dark outside, but a faint hue above the jagged tree line signaled it must be closer to six thirty in the morning. She stretched and yawned. Even Carrot wasn’t awake enough to want to poke his nose outside. Only Beans, her little terrier, was

alert, and had jumped into the trunk. She pawed at something in the bottom corner and then sneezed. 

“What  is  it?  Not  a  mouse,  I  hope.  I’m  in  no  mood  for  that.”  Maggie picked up the wiggling pooch and bent over. Very slowly she pinched the gray feather, but it slipped from her fingers and slowly swirled down to land on Beans’s wet nose. 

Beans shook her head and projected her rump high up in the air, as if she were a horse bucking its rider off. Soon, she was barking and growling at  it.  Maggie  picked  it  up.  It  was  a  familiar  color.  Beans  never  reacted  to turkey  feathers  they  often  encountered  on  their  walks,  but  there  was  one bird she was jealous of…Lulu.  Could it be one of her feathers? 

Beans could have been carrying it around, which would explain why it had ended up here, but there was no sign of damage. Perhaps it had fallen out of the logbook without her noticing. 

Maggie  slipped  it  into  the  photo  album  for  further  inspection.  The album was filled with paper clippings about fossils. Knowing her father was not  a  collector,  each  and  every  document  would  have  to  be  studied;  he would have kept them for a good reason. 

Sipping  her  morning  brew  and  staring  out  the  window  toward  her driveway, she thought of the thieves. She had been completely absorbed in her father’s story and hadn’t left the house. Handing a piece of her muffin to Beans, she said, “Maybe you can help me find Lulu. You’re a smart little thing,”  She  touched  Beans’s  cold  nose  with  the  tip  of  her  finger.  “Maybe you can follow her scent…thanks to the feather!” 

Maggie returned to the living room to pick up the feather and addressed Carrot, who was still next to the couch on his back, all paws up and playing dead as he did to get cuddles. “Action, not tickles. That’s what I need and more  information…we’ll  visit  Arthur  and  Bettie  first  thing  this  morning. 

They’re up early, and I need to hear what he has to say about Sam Rigby. 

But first, lazy bums, walkies!” 

After a change of clothes, she headed out with her two dogs, armed with the feather. She looked down at Beans, who was sitting at her feet, her whip of a tail sweeping the floor. She examined the feather once more and said aloud, “What if this isn’t Lulu’s feather, but a pigeon’s? Beans, you look far too eager for that to be the case. It has to be Lulu’s…” 

She  pushed  the  heavy  door  open,  letting  the  excited  animals  bounce outside. For a moment she enjoyed the awakening sounds of her little nature patch. Cut out in the pale blue sky, the dark V shape embedded in a lighter one  of  a  turkey  vulture’s  body  was  a  welcome  sight—the  songbirds  and swallows would have glided north on the same air currents. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. A vision of a large green salad seasoned with garlic announced the carpet of wild leek in the maple forest was back. The sweet trill of a tree swallow put a spring in Maggie’s step. 

Armed  with  her  camera  to  capture  evidence  of  traces  of  trespass,  she summoned  her  dogs.  To  her  surprise,  Beans  went  straight  to  the  staircase leading  to  the  terrace  where  Adam  had  spotted  the  nuts  dropped  by  the thieves. All the nuts were gone from the steps, most likely gobbled up by a hungry  raccoon.  There  was  no  point  following  Beans’s  nose  now;  she would be more inclined to lead Maggie to the raccoon, given her animosity toward them. 

Maggie  walked  back  to  where  the  bicycle  was  parked.  Narrow footprints  that  were  too  long  to  be  her  own,  yet  too  short  for  Indira’s, circled the bike. The shoe prints joined another pair and a few food pellets. 

 That’s where they loaded everything . After taking pictures, she searched for tire tracks in the soft driveway, but she had driven over them with her own pick-up, making it impossible to draw any conclusion. She listened, hoping to hear Lulu’s boisterous call—instead, a blue jay called its mate. 

For  a  moment  she  sat  on  her  doorstep,  playing  with  the  gray  feather. 

What was so special about Lulu? Why steal her? What if solving the death all those years ago would solve today’s theft and murder—if it really was a murder?  She  thought  of  Sam  Rigby  and  wished  her  father  would  have named the person he suspected of murder. He would have if he knew, and he would never have written all this down if he had any role to play in it. 

He had left a trail for her to follow, otherwise he would have destroyed the trunk and destroyed the photograph. Now that Sam Rigby was back, he might hold the missing clue—Maggie jumped up and said aloud, “I’ll find it, Dad!” 

An unknown car pulled up and stopped in front of her door. The dogs were excited, as if they knew exactly who it was, but Maggie couldn’t see the  figure  behind  the  darkened  window  panes.  As  soon  as  she  heard, 

“Prickles!” her childhood nickname, she knew who it was. 

“Denis! You’ve bought a new car? So good to see you!” She rushed to hug him. 

“No,  it’s  Tina’s.  I  was  hoping  to  catch  you  here  if  I  arrived  early enough.  I  made  copies  of  a  few  papers  I  think  you’ll  find  interesting  and hope  not  too  distressing.  Just  don’t  tell  Tina  where  they  came  from.”  His forehead creased, as if he had just heard Tina scolding him. 

“Oh,  Denis,  you’re  so  sweet,  but  why  distress—”  Maggie  flicked through the pages, all of which were about the ivory and fossil trade dating back to the late seventies, until a particular paper stood out with the picture of a group of young men, among which was her father. 

“Hey, Prickles, are you all right? It must come as a surprise to you, but you  shouldn’t  jump  to  any  conclusions.  But  you  know  that,”  Denis  said, putting his arm around Maggie’s shoulders. 

“I already know about my father, but not this article.” She showed him the  picture.  “The  shorter  man  with  the  dimples  and  baggy  shorts  is  my father  before  he  met  Mom.  This  was  published  a  few  months  after  the death;  speculation  is  that  it  wasn’t  an  accident.  I  think  my  dad  triggered this, but the journalist ended up suspecting him too!” 

“You  already  know…  That’s  a  relief.”  He  took  the  other  papers  from Maggie’s  hand.  “If  you  look  at  the  other  article,  you’ll  see  that  they concluded  after  all  that  it  was  an  accident  because  a  witness  stepped forward, and your dad wasn’t even there when it happened. You never told me he worked as a pilot for a mining company in the Yukon.” 

“I didn’t know until recently, but how come Tina knows about all this?” 

“She’s been reading old Foxton papers to see if there were any unsolved cases  she  could  apply  her  investigative  journalism  skills  to.  She  got  all excited after the hospital visit and was up all night, but this time I told her to be careful not to push it too far. I got her to promise me she’d run the article  by  me  first,  but  it’ll  be  hard  for  me  to  stop  her  writing  something about your dad. She even wants to interview you about it… So I thought the next best thing was to give you all the data she has so far. I’m really sorry.” 

Maggie  felt  sorry  for  Denis.  She  was  fond  of  him  and  knew  that  by coming and see her now, he was risking a full-blown row with Tina, which could even lead her to suspecting them of having an affair, which would be the  end  of  poor  Denis.  “You’re  already  helping  me  now.  It’s  a  strange

mystery.  I  understand  why  Tina  wants  to  investigate  it  further.  I  think there’s a link with what’s happened recently.” 

Maggie took hold of his arm, just like she used to when they were an item. “Come inside, let’s have a coffee.” She felt a resistance, as if she were reeling in a fish. 

“I’d  really  love  to,  Maggie.  Truly,  but  I  don’t  want  to  upset  Tina.  I’d better  get  back  before  she  wakes  up.  I  want  to  get  some  cinnamon  rolls from  the  Horizon  Cafe,  Tina’s  favorite,  and  surprise  her  with  them,  but  I never know with her. She could already be awake and looking for her car and me!” 

Maggie  released  her  hold.  “I  understand,  you’ve  already  done  a  lot.  I was  heading  out  to  see  Arthur  and  Bettie.  We  can  have  coffee  another time.” She smiled. 

“Oh,  by  the  way,  ask  Bettie  what  she  thinks  of  Holly.  Mom  seems  to think  she’s  hiding  her  game.  But  Mom  says  that  about  everyone—except you, come to think of it.” Denis laughed. 

“I know what you mean. I like your mom, but she never got over the fact that we’re no longer together…” 

They were both silent, each in their own world. Maggie wondering what her life would have been like if she had stayed with him, and Denis, well, she couldn’t read his thoughts, but it might have been along the same lines. 

Denis broke the silence with his awkward staccato laugh that used to irritate her because it was the signal of a change of topic when he didn’t want to talk about something. This time, she was glad to hear it. 

“The box you gave Ms. Rigby had a fossil tooth, a canine, I think. I’d have liked to examine it. I never saw one like that for real.” 

Maggie knew that Denis was very bad at saying goodbye and leaving; normally she would help him with it, but what he said made her think of the mysterious broken tooth. 

“I  know  you’ve  got  to  go…but  I  found  such  a  tooth  in  Dad’s belongings. Can you have a look at it for me? I don’t know if it was just a souvenir  of  his  or  if  it’s  relevant  to  this  story,  but  it’d  be  nice  to  know whose it was and how old it is. Or perhaps if you can see anything else on it…like blood, human blood. You could always ask Amy for help with the forensics on it. Anything you can find out about it.” Maggie knew it would

be easier for Denis to interact with Amy, whom he also knew, and whom Tina had no issue with other than interacting with herself too often. 

Denis’s  eyes  widened  behind  his  new  green-framed  glasses,  a  feat Maggie  thought  impossible.  His  plump  lower  lip  shrank  to  meet  his  thin upper lip in a pleated twist of a pout. “Maggie, you’re at it again. I know when  you  twist  your  hair  around  your  finger  like  that  and  your  neck lengthens that you’ve found something important.” 

Maggie  dropped  her  hand,  pulling  one  of  her  hairs  with  it,  suddenly self-conscious and worried that he might interpret the gesture in a different way than intended…or was she signaling something she didn’t even know she wanted? It was only her lonely foolishness thinking otherwise. 

“You’re right. Treat it as a suspected murder weapon and tell me if you think  it  could  be  one.  Can  you  tell  if  it  could’ve  broken  in  the  last  forty years?  I  know  it’s  sounds  crazy,  but  it  might  be  relevant  to  prove  it  was used  to  kill  Knud  Baker,  the  man  who  died  all  those  years  ago…”  She didn’t wait for his reply and ran back to the house, shouting, “I’ll get it, wait here.” 

Breathless, she handed him the tooth in a paper bag. “Anything you can find...” 

“I’ll  look  at  it,  but  I’ll  definitely  ask  for  Amy’s  help.  Shouldn’t  you warn her, though?” 

“I will. It’s only a theory, and maybe that’s all it is. Think about Tina. 

You really have to go!” She opened his car door. 

A  little  wave  through  the  window  and  Denis  was  off  without  having discussed  how  he  would  contact  her  to  let  her  know  what  he  found.  This was typical of Denis; he never could take the cue to leave, but when he did, it was always at the wrong moment. 

A frog croak call resonated in her pocket. Adam’s composed voice and succinctness meant trouble. 









 









Chapter Eighteen







“Adam, what do you mean this is getting out of hand? What did Sam tell you?” 

“Not  much.  I  might’ve  been  a  bit  too  antagonizing  to  him…  He appeared shaken. He said he needed to rest, so I put him in the spare room at the back.” 

Adam was silent. 

“Did you have a fight?” Maggie asked. 

“No,  we  didn’t,  but  he’s  disappeared.  Don’t  ask  me  when,  because  I knocked on his door after I prepared dinner, but he didn’t answer. I did hear snoring,  though.  And  before  you  say  anything,  the  door  was  locked—and I’m an idiot.” 

“Adam,  come  on,  why  do  you  say  that?  You  were  being  kind,  as  you always are.” 

“Because I shouldn’t have trusted him. Just like he didn’t trust me. He slipped out through the window. I looked for him as soon as I noticed it this morning. I didn’t think he could’ve gone far. He isn’t fit, and his ankle was hurt when they tied him up.” 

“Did you look for him at Holly’s house? I think he might go back there. 

Where else can he go? He’s not turned up here. Maybe I should speak with Holly again to tell her I saw him, if I can get Raj to allow me to see her. 

Have you told him about Sam Rigby?” 

“Yes, I did. That might’ve been the trigger for him to go, although he finally agreed to it. Poor Raj, he’s really stretched at the moment. He said he’ll get someone to find out about the police protection story, but he had other priorities now and was focusing on finding Indira’s missing employee, Oliver Sloan, first.” 

“Of  course,  why  didn’t  it  click?  I’m  the  idiot!”  Maggie  exclaimed. 

“Oliver  tried  to  steal  the  bird—well,  the  figure  I  saw  matched  Oliver’s silhouette and outfit. Perhaps also the same nasal voice. Not sure, though—

I only met him once. Have you met him?” 

“No.  Not  to  my  knowledge.  Would  you  be  able  to  identify  him  with certainty in a lineup?” 

“Surely, maybe, probably not... I don’t know,” Maggie said, thinking of a line of men of average height and shape. She hadn’t seen enough to pick him out. “Did you tell Raj that Sam Rigby disappeared?” 

“No.” 

A  loud  crack  was  followed  by  a  shuffling  sound.  “Where  are  you?” 

Maggie asked. 

“I’m  in  the  bush,  helping  the  OPP  party  in  their  search  for  the  bird snatcher and Oliver through the bush. It’d make it easier if we’d know for sure  they’re  one  and  the  same.  Perhaps  we’ll  get  lucky  and  find  Rigby too…” 

The cellular reception was getting so bad that Maggie left Adam to his search and managed to tell Raj that Oliver might also be the bird thief. On two conditions, Raj conceded to her visit of Ms. Rigby in the morning so that she could speak with her about her father and Holly’s husband without being bothered by visits. The first condition was that she went via the police station  first  to  register  her  statement  and  the  second  that  they  would  visit Holly together. 

Maggie opened the door to let the dogs jump into the passenger seat of her truck. She had forgotten to clean up Lulu’s mess. Beans was rolling in the remains of her prop-up pillow while Carrot appeared very offended that his  favorite  place  was  soiled  by  a  bird.  He  sat  on  the  driver’s  seat,  ears drooped and his sad eyes fixed on the corner of the passenger seat next to the window. 

Maggie  said  in  a  soothing  voice,  “Beans,  Carrot,  behave.  You  don’t need to be upset. She’s gone. Beans, stop it, now!” 

She picked up the little dog under the belly and put her at the foot of the passenger seat while pushing a reluctant Carrot over to the other seat. “It’s just a bit dirty, gee, you can be so heavy if you want!” Maggie said, using both hands to shove Carrot across the middle. 

Although  she  knew  they  wouldn’t  likely  understand  what  she  was saying,  she  always  talked  to  them  about  what  they  were  going  to  do  and told them they were going to see Tinker, Arthur’s little sausage dog. Seeing that  repeating  the  dog’s  name  distracted  the  pair,  she  sang  all  the  way  to Arthur  and  Bettie’s  island,  “Tinker,  yes,  whooo  are  we  going  to  see,  it’s Tinker…” 



*



“Where have you been?” Tina busted out in front of Denis when he opened the door. “I thought we’d have breakfast together today. You promised me!” 

He couldn’t help but enjoy the sight of Tina in her candy-colored fluffy slippers,  pink  bathrobe,  untidy  thick  hair,  and  looking  very  angry.  “Oh, Tina,  give  me  a  biiig  hug.”  He  dropped  his  parcel  and  reached  out.  “My cute little bunny. You look so attractive when you’re angry…” 

Tina  perked  up.  “Denis,  come  on,  look  at  me.  Definitely  not  at  my best.” She attempted to comb her hair and arrange her dressing gown before returning his embrace. “You always make me feel like a princess.” 

She sniffed his ear as if she were searching for another woman’s odor, then  over  his  shoulder.  Feeling  guilty  of  hiding  having  seen  Maggie,  he stiffened a little but quickly relaxed when he realized what she had smelled. 

“Did you? I can tell…where are they? Is that what you were up to?” She picked up the bag of cinnamon rolls and stuck her nose in it. “Mmm, come on, let’s have breakfast, I want to tell you what I found out last night. I’ve already written my first of a series of articles. I think I’ll go straight to the big newspapers with it. I’m so excited!” She kissed him and swung the bag of buns to and fro as she walked to the kitchen. 

“Really? That’s great…” Denis said without conviction. “Did you find which company was exporting the fossils then?” he asked, hoping to steer her away as much as possible from Maggie’s family. 

“Yes,  I  think  so,  and  you  won’t  believe  it.  Because  you  don’t  need  to look far for that, just downtown Foxton until the mid-eighties, after which it

seems the company was bought and relocated to Ottawa, then Guelph, but I don’t know who bought it. The Foxton part is the exciting one.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The  convenience  store.  They  were  not  exactly  selling  them  from  the store,  but  Holly  Rigby,  together  with  her  husband  Sam,  are  linked  to  a legitimate trading company as far as I can tell, with its business address at that convenience store in Foxton. In the seventies and for a while thereafter, it  was  legal  to  export  mammoth  tusks  and  other  fossils,  so  they  weren’t doing  anything  wrong.  But  what  is  most  surprising  is  that  it  carried  on being  active  after  her  husband  disappeared  for  a  short  while.  I  think Maggie’s  father  was  involved  with  it  and  helped  flying  the  goods  out.  I wouldn’t even be surprised if he had an affair with Ms. Rigby. She used to be  very  attractive,  you  know.  Mom  often  warned  Dad  to  keep  away  from Ms. Rigby. I don’t know about Mr. Rigby while he was away for extensive periods, but men in Foxton flocked to Holly, if you know what I mean. And Maggie’s  dad  had  ample  opportunity  to  frequent  her,  with  the  excuse  of flying that plane of his.” 

“Tina,  come  on,  this  is  pure  speculation  and  gossip.  Not  the  kind  of journalism  you’re  aspiring  to,  I’d  have  thought.”  Denis  tried  to  stay  calm and hide his irritation in case her jealousy of Maggie would backfire, but he had to do all he could to protect Maggie. “Leave Maggie’s father out of this and just focus on the facts. The poor man’s no longer with us, let him rest in peace.” 

“Yes,  don’t  get  so  aggressive.  I  wasn’t  planning  on  writing  about  the gossip,  but  I  know  you’re  as  curious  as  I  am  about  what  happens  in  this village.” She took out the rolls one at a time and placed them neatly on a plate  as  she  said,  “You  always  tell  me  what  you’ve  heard  in  your  dental practice…” 

“Not  that  they  can  speak  to  me!  I’m  the  one  talking…and  I  prefer keeping quiet when I work.” 

“Yes, yes…” Tina put her hands on his shoulders. “Take your jacket off. 

You  don’t  have  to  go  to  work  yet.  You  always  put  far  too  much  in  your pockets. You’ll ruin this new suit in no time!” 

It  was  too  late…Tina  had  her  hand  in  the  pocket  and  pulled  out  the paper bag with the tooth. 

“It’s a practice tooth. I need it for work,” Denis said hastily. 

Instead  of  quizzing  him  about  it,  she  said,  “Can’t  you  put  your  teeth somewhere else, like a normal dentist? Keep them in your practice where they belong? How many times do I need to ask?” 

“Sorry, Teenie.” Denis quickly removed the offending object and said, 

“There’s nothing illegal by the sounds of it. Perhaps Holly quit that side of the  business  once  she  ran  out  of  fossils  to  supply  after  her  husband  had disappeared. I really don’t see that place as a window for a shady business. 

It was a very nice convenience store. I miss it. It was also so neat and well presented, like a little museum.” 

Denis pulled the chair out for Tina to sit at the kitchen table while he prepared fresh orange juice, together with a strong pot of coffee. She slowly picked at the bun, only eating small pieces at a time, her way to make the pleasure of its taste last. 

“You  just  gave  me  an  idea,”  Tina  said,  examining  the  bun  for  its cinnamon content, which always had to be the right amount; if not, Heidi would  be  informed.  “Yes,  the  convenience  store.  I  agree,  it  was  a  very special  place  for  our  little  community,  and  it  deserves  an  article.  Several have been written about it in the past, and I could write one now. This will be the perfect excuse for me to question Holly. She won’t be defensive if I focus on the store.” 

“Tina,  she’s  very  fragile  at  the  moment.  Be  nice  to  her.  I  know  your ways if you’re after information.” 

“What  if  she’s  not  that  sweet  person  everyone  seems  to  think  she  is? 

Have you ever thought of that, eh? She’s the perfect front lady for a shady business  to  hide  behind.  You  wouldn’t  have  said  it  if  you  didn’t  have  a slight  suspicion  that  it  could  be  the  case,  even  though  you  dismissed  it.  I know you.” 

Denis had to admit that she had a point. Even Maggie’s father. Maybe he  wasn’t  such  an  honest  person  after  all—why  would  he  have  had  this bloodied tooth in his possession? He shrugged the thought off; it was more likely Maggie’s imagination running wild again, seeing blood everywhere. 

“So what did you find out?” he asked, biting heartily into the bun and admiring the result, a perfect textbook jaw cutout. 

“That  the  person  who  died  at  the  time  Mr.  Rigby  disappeared  was  a foreign geologist. Knud Baker. A Dane.” 

“That’s not surprising in a gold mine.” 

“Yes, but he wasn’t only interested in minerals. It wasn’t easy to find, and  I’m  amazed  that  none  of  the  Canadian  articles  mentioned  this  at  the time, but he was known as a fossil collector. That’s why he was there; he didn’t work for the mine, like people assumed. He had nothing to do with it.” 

“Maybe  he  wanted  to  see  whether  the  fossils  he  bought  were  genuine and hoped to find more for his collection. I’d visit sites if I were a serious collector.” 

“Yes, it’s good you’re seated, because there’s something else. And this I don’t think Maggie’ll ever figure out. I’ll tell Sergeant Humphries so that I can  get  the  exclusivity  for  this  story.  You  know  the  new  mechanic  who stays at Holly’s?” 

“Yes, Anton? A friendly guy.” 

“Well, his last name isn’t Boulanger, as he says it is, but Baker, just like the last name of the man who died. I just love what you can find on the web if  you  just  search  the  right  way…”  Tina  giggled.  “There  was  a  picture  of Knud  Baker  posted  on  the  website  of  a  Danish  natural  sciences  museum. 

The reason for it is that his son had donated his father’s entire collection to the museum. And guess who was on the picture just below? Anton Baker, shaking hands with the curators in front of a huge mammoth!” 

Denis put down the last piece of his bun, astonished but also very proud of his wife. “You really have to tell this to Sergeant Humphries. You know what it could mean?” 

“That he wants to avenge his father. He was just a boy when he’s father died, and he’d want to know what happened. That’s why he’s here.” 

“Hang on, something doesn’t seem right. If he’s Danish, you can’t just come to Canada like that and work. And to immigrate here just to avenge his father, that would be such a long process. No, no. Sometimes you really do have doppelgängers. Show me the website.” 

“I  don’t  know,  maybe  he  got  a  work  permit.  We  need  mechanics,  so why  not?  Anyway,  why  don’t  you  focus  on  what  you’re  good  at?”  She tapped  her  front  teeth.  “And  I’ll  do  the  same.  I’ve  got  no  time  to  lose. 

Sergeant Humphries’ll be in my pocket.” 

“But he’s not on the case. Raj is in charge.” 

“I  know,  he  passed  out  in  my  arms!  I  also  know  that  he  likes  to  keep informed and would love to learn essential information about the case from

his hospital bed. It’s worth many, many exclusive articles, I tell ya!” 

Denis conceded, “You’re the expert, Teenie, you’re right. I’ll let you do your  work,  and  I’ll  keep  to  my  teeth.”  He  thought  of  his  own  secret investigation with glee. Maybe the huge tooth wasn’t from a mastodon or mammoth,  as  Maggie  suggested,  but  a  dinosaur,  like  the  ones  he  used  to draw as a kid—with their gleaming teeth. 

Tina was out of the house before him to see Sergeant Humphries at the hospital.  Denis  made  another  pot  of  coffee,  having  discovered  he  had  an hour before his first patient of the day. Their two young sons were at school and it was quiet, just what he needed to start his tooth study in peace. He peered into the paper bag at the curved object. 

 









Chapter Nineteen







Maggie  waited  patiently  for  Arthur  to  pick  her  up  with  his  boat  at  his private pier. He and his wife Bettie had just returned from England, where they had spent the winter in their small stone house in a village by the sea. 

Their wooden cottage was in the middle of Otter Lake, and they could only access it when the lake was either completely frozen or had thawed. Arthur preferred a boat to a snowmobile, so they usually arrived back in Foxton as soon as they heard from Adam that the lake had thawed. 

Their  first  encounter  had  been  dramatic,  when  Arthur  collided  into Maggie’s  canoe  while  fishing—and  her  canoe  sank.  Maggie  liked  this strange man, with his flap of hair to cover his growing baldness and his eye with an unusual blotch across his iris. And it wasn’t because he was Adam’s godfather. Bettie and Arthur had become her surrogate parents in a way and reminded her of the enjoyable fifteen years she spent in England when she was working as a microbiologist. 

Arthur and Bettie had insisted she could visit them any time she wanted and be her sounding board if she needed, or just friends. This was one of those occasions when she took up their kind offer. Beans and Carrot ran up and  down  the  pier  until  they  both  stood  like  statues,  their  noses  pointed toward a dot on the lake, the tips of their tails wagging. 

Tinker’s head stood out like a carved wooden prow on the boat. His ears flapped  like  little  flags  in  the  wind.  Just  behind  the  sausage  dog,  Arthur

grinned from under his signature tweed cap and thick-rimmed glasses. As soon  as  he  had  safely  moored  his  boat,  Beans  and  Carrot  leapt  on  board, followed by Maggie, and they were off, full-throttle. 

The roar of the engine was too loud to converse. Maggie held on to her dogs  and  to  the  side  as  they  bounced  along  the  water.  The  prow  slowly lowered  as  they  approached  the  island.  Bettie,  as  she  always  did,  was standing  at  the  dock,  waving  both  hands,  ready  to  embrace  her  adopted child, as she liked calling Maggie. 

“There we are, my dear,” Arthur said. 

“Arthur,  is  he  here?”  Maggie  asked  while  Bettie  was  dealing  with  the dogs. 

“He? Ah of course, HIM. Mr. Rigby, you mean?” Arthur said. 

Maggie nodded. 

“No, unless he swam here without my knowledge, which I doubt with our watch sausage over there.” He pointed to Tinker. “Why are you asking this? I already told Adam I don’t know him, and what I do know about him doesn’t entice me to want to get to know him.” 

“Really? Why? He said he liked you both…” Maggie hesitated, “and he helped you out when you met in Europe, or something like that.” 

Arthur was thrashing around the rope as if it were a whip. “Did he really say that? I wonder how that would be possible. I’ve never met him…” He paused as if he were opening all the little drawers of his memory tallboy to find the one where that event was stored. He shook his head. “I can only think  of  one  thing.  He’s  referring  to  the  money  I  lost  playing  poker  with Holly and her friends, but that was here in Foxton. I paid her back in full, even  though  Holly  didn’t  want  me  to.”  He  shouted  in  Bettie’s  direction, getting a wave of her hand in confirmation. “I used to play poker a lot, but Bettie got me out of it.” He whispered in Maggie’s ear, “My memory is the real reason I stopped playing. Not good enough, and I’m a very bad loser,” 

and then louder again, “Given that Mr. Rigby taught his wife how to play poker, and she’s a very good player, I haven’t figured out how she cheated yet, but I’m sure she did. I definitely don’t want him or Holly in my house; too much temptation. It’s much better now that Bettie sees Holly alone for the book club and her quilts.” 

Bettie shouted back, “It wasn’t because of the poker, dear. That was nice of you. I can be jealous, and she’s the type of woman I don’t trust around

my husband. So I forbade him to see her alone.” She leaned on Maggie’s arm,  her  limp  having  gotten  worse.  “And  I  just  can’t  believe  this  man  is really her husband. Surely he’d have come back sooner and not waited all that time. Holly moved on. She always did, mind you...” 

“Interesting,  you  think  this  man  is  a  liar  then,”  Maggie  said,  doubting his entire story. “Have you seen the painting of him in her house? He’s a young version of the man I saw. I don’t have a photo of him to show you, only this picture here of my dad with three other men, one of whom is Knud Baker, and he’s dead. The other I think is Professor Berns, and the third is the other pilot.” Maggie showed them the photo. 

“We  did  meet  Professor  Berns,  the  paleontologist.  A  very  interesting man, if you’re into fossils, that is…” Arthur said. “He was walking on our island last summer, having moored his fishing boat. That’s not how you go fishing,  at  least  not  for  fish.  I  had  the  impression  he  was  looking  for something but didn’t find it. We ended up talking about the amazing fossils that he found singlehandedly.” 

“Yes,  I  can  imagine  that,  but  I’d  really  like  to  hear  all  Holly  told  you about her husband. He claims to have known my dad very well, and I want to verify what he told me.” 

As they entered the cozy living room, Maggie went on to explain what Sam Rigby had told her. The Olga dolls were still there, lined up on top of the glass cabinet, where a sample of Arthur’s collection of vintage toy cars filled the shelves. Arthur helped Bettie with her tray of tea and scones. 

“That looks delicious. Oh, you also have a new honey?” Maggie asked, hesitating between the jam and honey to layer her butter and scone. 

“Yes, I like it with scones. Arthur thinks it’s a sacrilege and we should just have cream or butter,” Bettie said, pushing the stacked plate of pastries toward Maggie. 

“You’re not having any?” Maggie asked Arthur. 

“He likes his scones in the afternoon, and you won’t make him budge from that habit. As for me, I’ve been a little poorly since yesterday, but I know  how  much  you  like  them,  love,  so  don’t  be  shy,”  Bettie  said, squeezing Maggie’s hand affectionately. 

“How are you feeling now?” Maggie asked. “I heard that everyone from the book club but you and Indira, who didn’t go to the last meeting, ended up in hospital. I spoke to Denis’s mom; she’s much better now.” 

“Yes,  well,  nothing’s  strange  about  all  these  ladies  spending  an afternoon close together like that, bound to share more than a book or two.” 

Arthur laughed. 

“Yes,  that’s  quite  possible.  We  had  a  long  session.  Even  her  lodger joined  us.  Have  you  met  Anton?  He  works  at  Barrie’s  garage.  A  very pleasant young man. Holly was really under his spell this time, not the other way  round!”  Bettie  giggled.  “He’s  a  good-looking  chap.  Have  you  seen him?” 

“I’ve  seen  him  but  never  really  talked  to  him.  And  before  you  start speculating, he isn’t my type.” 

“Pity, he loves photography too. I still can’t pinpoint his accent, though. 

He said he was Canadian, but there’s a Nordic tinge to it,” Bettie said. 

“Will you stop speaking about men, Bettie? I want to discuss Maggie’s fascinating murder story. I’m sure I can pull a few strings to find out a little more about your father if you like. He was born in Ireland, right?” Arthur asked. 

“Just  like  Holly’s  husband,”  Bettie  added.  “Maybe  that’s  where  they first met. Which means you might be able to trace some of his relatives who might confirm this man is our man,” she told Arthur excitedly. 

“And  what  about  Lulu?  She  really  knew  him.  That  should  be  proof enough?” Maggie asked. 

“Perhaps, but he could also have been one of Holly’s lovers and have become friendly with the parrot,” Bettie said. 

“Why are you so suspicious of him? Haven’t you seen the painting of a man with a tent behind him hanging in Holly’s stairwell? I really think he is who  he  says  he  is.  There’s  such  a  resemblance  with  the  man  in  the painting.” 

“I  remember  it.  Yes,  Holly  told  me  it  was  her  husband.  I  don’t  recall meeting anyone who looks like that, but people change with age. Maybe we should’ve let him come here, Arthur. We could’ve examined him up close.” 

Bettie laughed. 

Maggie took a bite of the scone with a sliver of honey on top and put it down, regretting her choice of the honey. “Bettie, do you know where this honey comes from? I find it has a funny taste.” 

“Good you also think so; I didn’t like it either and only ate a little bit. 

Arthur doesn’t eat honey at all, so he didn’t want to taste it for me. I think

it’s a lot older than Holly said. She claimed a friend had sent it to her old convenience store address. It might have come from the old inventory she still has stored there.” 

“Honey keeps very long, but there’s a limit.” Maggie laughed. “Did she ever tell you what’s in that storage?” She told them about Indira finding the tusks. 

“It’s funny, because I never went into the room, although she’s storing some  of  my  quilts  there  and  helping  me  with  selling  them  online,”  Bettie said.  “She’s  very  good  at  this  online  world.  For  me  it’ll  remain  a  black box.” 

“How is this relevant to the case? I’d look for Mr. Rigby,” Arthur said, shaking  his  head  as  if  he  were  getting  impatient.  “I  doubt  he’s  hiding  in there now!” 

“But  that  would  be  the  perfect  place  for  him  to  hide!”  Maggie exclaimed, excited at the thought they might have found him again. “What better place than under the roof of a constable’s wife! I want to have a look there.” 

“Come  on,  Maggie,”  Arthur  said.  “He’d  have  to  have  the  keys  of  the pharmacy and then get in there without anyone seeing him.” 

“It has a separate entrance at the back,” said Bettie. 

“You see? I remember, it’s a metal shutter door. Indira mentioned it to me. If Mr. Rigby was hiding in his wife’s shed, as he said he was, then he could’ve taken the keys for the storage from the house, or Holly might even have given them to him. I’ve got to have a look…” Maggie sprang up then sat back down. “He’d have to have walked all the way from Adam’s place to town, and his ankle was hurt. It’s a long way all the same, and now with the search party out, they would’ve caught him.” 

“Not if he hitched a ride…he might’ve been lucky. Maggie, it’s not up to you to hunt for him. The bird theft seems to me all staged. I smell a rat, and a very smelly one at that. If this man killed someone, like your father might’ve  thought,  what  tells  you  he  won’t  do  that  again  to  get  what  he’s after? Your idea that he’s after a stash of fossils makes sense to me.” 

“Well, what if it’s in that storage!” Maggie said. “That’s why I have to look inside. Or maybe Lulu holds the key to finding it…if only she wasn’t stolen. Poor bird.” 

“Arthur, why don’t you help Maggie? You’ve been grumpy since we got back.  You  need  action.  I  can  easily  ask  Anton  for  the  key  to  the  storage. 

You never know if he might have it. He’s transported all the quilts there for me and does the heavy lifting for Holly. If not, well, you have your ways with locks….” 

The  tips  of  Arthur’s  fingers  danced  on  the  armrests.  He  had  the naughtiest smile Maggie had ever seen on his lips—borderline wicked. He pulled Maggie up from her armchair. “No time to lose. Why don’t you go to the  hospital  to  speak  with  Holly,  as  planned,  and  I’ll  do  my  own exploration.  Bettie—”  he  faced  her  as  if  he  were  a  colonel  in  the  army calling his inferior to order “you should stay here in case Mr. Rigby shows up. You never know. Tinker is allowed to be ferocious if he wants.” 

“Yes, sir!” Bettie clicked her heels together without standing up, with a mocking  smile.  She  picked  up  the  photograph  of  the  four  men.  “Can  you tell me which is which?” 

“The one on the right with the long neck and disappearing chin has to be Professor Berns, don’t you think?” 

“Yes, that’s him. I agree.” 

“The one with the O legs is the one who died. According to the papers at the time, he was called Knud Baker. This one is the other pilot. I found his name in my father’s logbook and checked his picture online. He was off duty that day. And the handsome man, well, you know who it is.” Maggie smiled. 

“Is it spelt with a d at the end?” Maggie nodded, and Arthur said, “It’s a Danish name then.” He rummaged in a drawer and pulled out a metal box with different size implements in it. “Yes, that’ll do.” He shook the box and slipped  it  into  his  pocket.  He  closed  the  drawer.  “Baker,  that’s  a  common name.” He slipped on a little black beanie that made him look like a thief, if it weren’t for his tweed jacket with leather elbow patches. 

Maggie  headed  off  with  Arthur  to  Foxton,  each  on  a  mission,  having agreed to leave her dogs under the watchful eye of Bettie for a few days, allowing  her  to  clean  her  car  and  take  care  of  Lulu  in  the  event  she  was found again. 





 









Chapter Twenty







Maggie  opened  the  glass  door  of  the  police  station.  The  plastic  chairs  for visitors had been stacked in a corner to allow one of the mammoth tusks to lie diagonally across the public hall. Two police officers were tugging and pushing the other tusk between the swinging doors into the narrow corridor. 

They managed to poke through one of the ceiling squares just as Raj’s voice resonated from the rear of the back offices. “It won’t work, you idiots. You can never fit them through this corridor. They’re too curved. I told you to bring them in via the back.” 

Raj  squeezed  past  the  other  officers,  lifting  a  leg  high  up  over  the mammoth tusk, just as the pair lifted it. “Put it down now!” He grimaced as the pair lowered the tusk between his legs. 

Maggie rushed to help. 

“It’s fine, Maggie, thanks.” Having reached the other side of the tusk, Raj  appeared  to  fill  the  space  with  his  presence.  In  a  calm  voice  he  said, 

“They can deal with it. I’ll be with you in a minute. I need to check on our suspect.” 

It  was  the  first  time  Maggie  could  say  with  conviction  that  he  had charisma.  Without  Sergeant  Humphries  around  to  underestimate  his strengths  and  dampen  his  eagerness,  Raj  was  in  control.  His  colleagues were very quiet and obedient. Even Maggie felt she had better sit patiently on a chair and wait for him to join her. 

Maggie held the door for the two officers as they transported the tusk back out. She asked the last one, “Did you manage to track down Oliver? 

The pharmacy employee?” 

“It  wasn’t  difficult.  He  was  back  at  his  girlfriend’s,  just  as  Sergeant Gupta, I mean Constable Gupta, guessed. I’d hate to be in his shoes. Raj, uh, Constable Gupta’s been interrogating him for the last hour.” 

Maggie followed the pair out the door. “His girlfriend?” 

“Cora,  the  professor’s  daughter,”  the  constable  replied.  “Apparently  it was the purple hair that did it. He saw a purple hue in the car that he ran after and put two and two together.” 

He  blushed  and  looked  away  when  his  colleague  said  reproachfully, 

“It’s  not  official  information  yet.”  He  looked  past  Maggie  at  the  door. 

“Ma’am, Constable Gupta is there for you.” 

Raj stood in the door frame a few feet behind her. He put on his cap and nodded  that  he  was  ready  to  go.  They  walked  to  the  hospital,  only  a  few buildings away from the police station. Once out of hearing distance from his colleagues, Raj said, “It’s been crazy. I still feel I’m navigating through thick fog. I’m certain about one thing: no one is telling the truth. I also feel he’s afraid of someone.” 

“Oliver?” 

“Yes, I really shouldn’t be discussing this, but it hasn’t been easy with Indira.  I  find  it  hard  to  tell  her  to  stop  trying  to  interfere  with  the investigation,  because  Oliver’s  her  employee  and  I  love  her.  I  feel conflicted. I need to keep my two worlds separate to see things clearly. How can I believe a man who says that Holly had sold those tusks to him and he was just removing them as agreed, while my wife says Holly gave them to her to do what she wished with them? But when I questioned Indira further about it, she got very upset and said that I didn’t trust her. She can be so susceptible, while I’ve no doubt she’s telling me the truth. Oliver is lying. It has  to  be.  Speaking  with  Holly  should  put  things  straight  for  the  record, hopefully.” 

“Or he’s telling the truth. I thought Indira first said she didn’t want the tusks, so I could see Holly find another home for them and forgetting to tell Indira about it.” 

“Maybe. I sense Oliver is the kind of guy who wants to be accepted so badly  by  whoever  he  looks  up  to,  so  insecure,  that  he’d  do  anything  to

please. I can see why Indira liked him as an employee.” 

“Fortunately  for  him,  Indira  is  very  sweet  and  would  never  abuse  her power,” Maggie said as they walked past Barrie’s garage, where Anton had just popped out of the door and smiled at them. 

“Constable  Gupta!”  Anton  said.  “Hi.  I  wanted  to  ask  you  if  I  can  go back  home  now.  I  really  need  a  change  of  clothes  and  access  to  my computer. I can’t visit Holly looking like this.” 

He held open his parka to show his moth-eaten sweater, with a low V-neck revealing part of his chest and oil-stained carpenter’s pants. He flicked his thick blond hair to the back with three fingers. A flyer was sticking out of his inside pocket with a picture of a vintage car. Had she correctly seen her home phone number on it, next to her father’s name? She blinked, and Anton’s jacket was closed again. She could hardly ask him why he had her father’s details, especially if it was her imagination playing her tricks. 

In that split-second Anton smiled at her, as if he were trying to tell her something.  Maggie  had  a  vision  of  him  sitting  on  top  of  a  woolly mammoth, draped in a bear skin, with the broken tooth she had found in her father’s  belongings  hanging  against  his  chest.  The  image  and  sense  of familiarity with him disappeared as soon as Raj replied, “I’ll get one of my colleagues  to  accompany  you.  Just  give  me  a  moment  to  let  them  know you’ll  be  heading  to  the  police  station  now.  Before  you  go,  what  can  you tell  me  about  the  deceased,  Justin  Berns?  Who  did  Holly  Rigby  think  he was?” 

Anton shrugged. 

“Did  she  mention  to  you  he  was  a  professor  of  paleontology?”  Raj asked. 

“No. Although they did speak about her past the first time he came to the house, and the fossils her husband had found in the mine in the Yukon. 

That was a long time ago, and she said she didn’t think he left any behind in Foxton. She’d know it if that was the case. That was the only time I was there when he visited her.” 

“None  left?”  Maggie  couldn’t  help  but  ask,  thinking  of  all  those  little locked drawers. 

“It’s  consistent  with  what  she  told  me.  I  think  she  really  didn’t  know about  the  tusks  at  the  pharmacy,”  Anton  said,  “Neither  did  I  until  Oliver brought them. As for the shed, I don’t go to that place. It was part of the

agreement when I moved in. I could use any part of the house, aside from her bedroom, of course, but the shed area was off limits.” 

“And you really didn’t have a look there? Come on, not a little peek?” 

Raj asked. 

“No.  You  probably  didn’t  look  either.  And  you  haven’t  been  in  her bedroom, otherwise you wouldn’t be saying all this.” 

“What  do  you  mean?  There  wasn’t  anything  strange  in  her  bedroom, according to the report,” Raj said. 

“She  has  a  beetle  mania,  and  not  for  the  music,  sadly.  The  walls  are covered  in  her  work.  You’ve  got  to  like  that  kind  of  thing.  I  don’t  like insects, so she agreed to put her framed beetles in her room. And frankly, when  she  told  me  she  had  a  lot  more  bugs  in  the  shed,  well,  that  was enough for me to avoid it.” 

“So  all  those  locked  drawers  are  full  of  insects,”  Maggie  said  without realizing she spoke aloud until Raj looked at her inquisitively. “Well, when I was in the shed to capture Lulu, I tried to pull a drawer open so that Lulu would  climb  down  on  it…”  Raj’s  eyebrows  reached  new  heights,  nearly brushing against his hairline. “But I didn’t see any insects there. It was all so tidy. There was a hidden door, though.” 

“A hidden door?” Raj asked. 

Now  both  men’s  eyes  were  fixed  on  her.  Feeling  cornered  in  her  own hole, Maggie asked Anton, “Holly’s husband could’ve been hiding in there, and you really didn’t see him, Anton?” 

She knew she might be playing with fire, but if Sam Rigby was the man her father had been trying to uncover, she had to test the water herself. 

Anton appeared pensive before he slowly said, “No, I didn’t see anyone around  there.  Although  it  doesn’t  surprise  me  that  he’s  still  alive.  Holly insinuated as much, saying he might be living in Ireland now, where he was born. But she made it clear to me that she didn’t want to have anything to do with him, dead or alive. Which makes me doubt he’d hide at her place. 

She was always so upset when talking about him. Why would he need to hide anyway?” 

Anton had come closer to Maggie, as if he wanted to discuss the topic in confidence with her. The earlier sense of familiarity was back, making her feel at ease in his company, unlike Raj, who bobbed his head and said, “I’ll

accompany you to the house right away to collect your clothing. You can walk me around the premises in detail.” 

“Raj,  eh,  sir,  I  assume  I  can  still  go  ahead  and  see  Holly,  unless  you want me to come with you to show you where the hidden door is?” Maggie asked naughtily. 

Raj didn’t find it funny. “No, Maggie, that will have to wait, and there will be no more visits from anyone to Ms. Rigby until I’ve spoken with her. 

Is that understood?” 

Both Anton and Maggie nodded and exchanged a conniving look, as if they secretly agreed to disobey when the opportunity would arise. Maggie had no idea what plan Anton was hatching, but she had just come up with her own as soon she set eyes on the pharmacy. Once Anton and Raj were out of sight, she would head straight for the back of the pharmacy building, where she hoped to catch up with Arthur. 

Once certain they could no longer see her, she walked around the block. 

She wasn’t prepared for the sight. The metal shutter that she had assumed was  the  back  of  the  storage  room,  just  next  to  the  back  entrance  of  the pharmacy,  was  fully  lifted.  The  padlock  had  been  cut  open.  This  was unexpected  of  Arthur,  who  would  have  found  a  way  to  open  it  with  his locksmith kit. Maggie was on high alert. There was no sign of him. 

Cartons were toppled over and their contents of fish tackle, bolts, and nails  was  scattered  across  the  floor.  A  bit  farther  back,  more  boxes  were slashed open, their contents clearly searched. A moan came from behind the heap of quilts. A black sheep on the quilt with Bettie’s distinctive humorous eyes stared back at her as she approached the pile on tiptoes to see who was behind. 

Maggie  jumped  back,  startled  by  the  proximity  of  a  loud  swear  just  a meter  from  her.  She  plucked  up  her  courage  and  pushed  the  quilts  aside. 

“Arthur, what happened? Are you badly hurt?” 

He slowly sat up among broken bits of plaster, rubbing his foot. “No, no just my ego. They got here before me. It’s all gone, if there was anything. I wish they’d taken this too.” He pointed to the broken plant stand that lay on the floor next to him. 

“Did you see who did it? Was it Sam Rigby?” 

“I don’t know. It was already like this when I arrived.” 

Maggie picked up a piece of the stand that lay next to his foot. It looked like it had been a cast of a small, Roman-style pillar. 

“That was on top of those boxes. Whoever put it there wasn’t thinking.” 

Maggie  shuffled  through  some  of  the  open  boxes.  Some  had  screws, others tea towels. “They were probably hoping to find more fossils hidden in those boxes, which would explain why Holly still kept the storage. But I don’t think they found much.” 

“If that’s the case, then the thieves aren’t very smart, or got the wrong tipoff,  because  if  it  was  me,  I  wouldn’t  store  real  ones  here,  but  fakes maybe, and even then...” Arthur said, brushing the plaster off his pants. 

“Funny you mention fakes, because my father suspected they might’ve also been trading fake fossils, because the last word Knud Baker said was fake . Maybe there are some leftover boxes from the time when it was the location for their fossil business with some fakes in it.” 

“You’d have to empty all of that.” He pointed to the stacks of boxes. “I doubt it, and anyway that’s up to the police and Holly to say. If there was something of value, it has been removed. Rigby could’ve been here, but my gut tells me he wasn’t the only one. At least they didn’t steal my Bettie’s quilts.  She’s  worked  so  hard  at  them.”  Arthur  tapped  one  of  them  gently. 

“Who else aside from Anton would know about this storage?” 

“Oliver  would,  but  he  was  at  the  police  station  when  I  was  there.” 

Having  helped  Arthur  to  his  feet,  she  walked  around  the  room,  flicking more  boxes  open.  “Christmas  decorations,  funny.  We  had  one  of  those glitter fairies in our tree.” She put it back and asked, “When do you think they  broke  in?  If  it  was  this  morning,  someone  must’ve  seen  them  move boxes around. What about security cameras?” 

“None, I looked for those before I entered. You can easily come and go without being seen and slip back onto the main road at the beginning of the village. It could’ve been last night or this morning.” 

“It had to have happened during the night, because if it happened this morning,  then  Indira  would’ve  heard  something  by  now.  It’s  past  nine—” 

Maggie raced out. “Where’s Indira? They might’ve taken her!” 

Arthur held her back and whispered, “Calm down. She’s fine. I saw her through  the  window  in  the  pharmacy  before  I  came  here.  I  think  we  both should  leave  this  place  quietly  and  then  report  the  break-in  from  the

outside.”  He  took  Maggie’s  hand  and  stared  at  it.  “Too  late.  How  many things did you already touch?” 

Maggie’s  right  hand  was  covered  in  a  thin  white  powder,  the  left  still holding a piece of the pillar. “You go. I can tell Indira and Raj. They know me.  But  I  don’t  want  you  to  get  into  trouble  because  of  me.  And  you’re limping. You should get your ankle checked right away.” 

A noise from the side door froze the pair. 







 









Chapter Twenty-One







Tina was about to knock on Sergeant Humphries’s hospital door when she saw the police officer was no longer guarding Ms. Rigby’s door. She would only  be  checking  upon  her  mother-in-law  if  asked.  She  hadn’t  anticipated Ms. Owen’s bed to be empty and ready for a new patient. 

“You’re looking for Ruth? Don’t worry, she’s fine and checked herself out this morning.” Ms. Rigby smiled kindly at Tina. “I wish I could do the same.”  She  sighed.  “I  feel  fine,  but  they’re  still  holding  me  here  like  a prisoner.” 

“Yes, I was coming to pick her up, but she seems to have preferred her own  means  of  transport.”  Tina  sat  at  the  tip  of  Ms.  Rigby’s  bed.  “It  isn’t easy  to  please  her.  Maybe  it’s  the  fate  of  all  daughters-in-law  when  they marry  the  cherished  only  child…  But  enough  about  me.”  She  tapped  the sheet.  “Are  you  really  saying  you’re  being  kept  here  against  your  will? 

That’s  unacceptable.  You  know  I’m  the  journalist  and  editor  for  the  only paper in Foxton, the   Daily Stumble . I can speak with Sergeant Humphries about it; we have a special relationship. And if they don’t release you, then it will be all over the news. What do you think about that?” 

“Oh, no… I don’t want a fuss. The doctors say I’m fine, but the police are  still  watching  the  door,  and  they  don’t  know  if  they  can  release  me because of that. If you could help me get out of here, I’d be very grateful. I really want to see my poor little Lulu again. I miss her so much.” 

“There’s a little problem, though. I’m not sure you can go back home just yet.” 

“Why’s  that?  Of  course,  even  poor  Anton  couldn’t  go  back  home  last night.  I  was  hoping  he  could  pick  me  up  today.  They  didn’t  even  let  him visit me. I really don’t understand why.” 

This was the opportunity Tina had hoped for. “Maybe they’re trying to find out if he really is who he says he is. They suspect his last name isn’t Boulanger, but Baker,” she lied. 

Ms. Rigby grew pale. “Anton Baker, you say? Really? Why would he lie about his name?” 

“Because he wants to hide that he’s Knud Baker’s son…” 

It  was  as  if  Tina  had  hit  her  with  a  lightning  bolt.  Ms.  Rigby’s  body jerked  then  relaxed  back  in  the  bed.  She  looked  away  for  a  moment  then took hold of Tina’s hand. “I see I can trust no one, but I feel you’re a good person. Will you help me escape this place now?” 

Tina  didn’t  expect  such  a  reaction  and  hesitated,  but  her  desire  for  a scoop  was  stronger  than  ever.  “I  can,  but  only  if  you  tell  me  more  about your story. You can speak to me in confidence. You see, I’m already doing a piece on Knud Baker because his son recently donated a large collection of fossils  that  I  believe  were  dug  up  in  that  Yukon  gold  mine  where  your husband also worked. Perhaps that’s why his son is here, to find out where it all came from, or why his father died so suddenly.” 

Ms.  Rigby  sat  up  and  squeezed  Tina’s  hand.  “Do  you  know  why  he donated it now and to whom?” 

Tina sensed she had just opened a large can of juicy worms. “Look, why don’t I speak with Sergeant Humphries and suggest you come and stay at my place? I’ll be there with you at all times. We can then speak in peace, and I can show you what I’ve got on this so far, if you’re willing to share with me what you know about Knud Baker.” 

Ms.  Rigby  slipped  out  of  the  bed  and  paced  around  the  room  before looking  out  the  window.  She  swiveled  around  and  with  a  coldness  Tina hadn’t  witnessed  before  said,  “I’ve  got  one  more  condition  for  the  deal.  I want to have Lulu back with me. It’s Lulu and I, otherwise I stay here.” 

Tina thought it was an easy deal; it was just a matter of getting Maggie to hand back the bird to her rightful owner. She would just have to double up  on  antihistamines;  a  bout  of  sniffling  and  wheezing  was  a  worthwhile

price to pay. The next step was to convince Sergeant Humphries as soon as possible. 

“All right, I’ll speak to Sergeant Humphries right away. Maggie is a very good friend, so I’m sure she’ll bring Lulu over as soon as I tell her to,” lied Tina, with a secret thought that this was a perfect job for Denis. For once, Maggie and Denis’s past relationship might come in handy, otherwise there was a risk that Maggie would offer to let Ms. Rigby stay at her house with the bird because Maggie knew of her allergy to pet dandruff. Denis would find a way around it. 

Happy  with  their  agreement,  Tina  headed  for  Sergeant  Humphries’s room,  while  Ms.  Rigby  got  ready  to  leave  and  check  herself  out.  Tina slipped out the door, and just as she walked toward Sergeant Humphries’s room, the police officer on duty appeared. 

Tina  waved.  “Good  morning,  Officer,  I’m  going  to  see  Sergeant Humphries.  I’m  so  relieved  my  mother-in-law  is  back  home  now.  Thank you for keeping her safe!” 

The  officer  nodded  and  settled  back  on  his  chair  with  a  large  cup  of coffee. 

Tina knocked gently on Sergeant Humphries’s door. A cheerful “come in” made her hopeful her plan would work. 

Sergeant Humphries was sitting on the chair next to the bed, the pot of honey  that  belonged  to  her  mother-in-law  open  in  one  hand,  the  other dipping  a  biscuit  into  it.  After  licking  his  fingers,  he  said,  “Hey,  Ms. 

Partridge. Good to see you. You really didn’t need to pay me a visit. I’ll be out today. I’m feeling so goooood.” 

He had a foolish grin on his face. No doubt the doctors had given him painkillers, or perhaps the sleeping pills had a strange effect on him. Tina said with a broad smile, “I’m so glad you’re feeling better. I’ve got exciting news about the case to share with you, because you’ve always been so kind with  me.  I  can  already  see  the   Daily  Stumble   headline,  ‘Sergeant Humphries solves the case once again.’” 

He put down the pot and adjusted his hospital pajamas. “Is that so. I’m listening.” 

Tina  explained  her  findings.  “Don’t  you  agree  that  it  would  be  much safer  for  Ms.  Rigby  to  come  and  stay  at  my  place  now  that  she’s  better, without Anton Baker knowing where she is? If she stays here, he could find

a way to sneak in. In fact, I’m relieved it didn’t happen yet, because your police  officer  wasn’t  at  the  door  just  a  moment  ago,  and  Ms.  Rigby  was alone in her room.” 

She  expected  Sergeant  Humphries  to  storm  out  of  the  room  to interrogate  his  officer  as  to  his  whereabouts  while  on  duty,  but  instead  he combed his moustache with his index and thumb and said, “Yes, that’s fine. 

No  one  needs  to  stay  longer  in  a  hospital  than  necessary.  I’d  join  you  if  I could.” Sergeant Humphries laughed and then shook his head. “I suspected him the whole time. The case could’ve already been solved and closed, but instead of that, Gupta’s running around in the woods after a bird. And look at me, Sergeant Humphries, solving a case from my hospital bed! I’ll inform my staff.” 

Having  achieved  her  goal  of  getting  Ms.  Rigby  out  of  hospital,  Tina feared he would change his mind if she asked him about the bird he didn’t seem to like very much. She concluded she would simply lie to Maggie that the sergeant ordered the bird to be given back to its rightful owner. She said in the sweetest voice she could muster, “Sergeant, given the importance of my contribution to this case, I do hope that you can now see me as your ally and  exclusive  reporter  for  this  case  and  future  cases.  I  won’t  forget  to mention each and every upcoming performance of your band the Needles in the Haystack and where your fans can buy your music…” 

“Yes, Ms. Partridge. Do you also sing? I was thinking of a duet…?” 

Sergeant  Humphries  didn’t  seem  to  expect  an  answer  to  his  question, since he started humming one of his country songs, oblivious to Tina, who had chosen to depart while she had his approval. Tina arrived just in time to explain to the officer outside that Ms. Rigby was allowed to leave, by order of  Sergeant  Humphries.  She  insisted,  “Do  you  really  want  to  disturb Sergeant  Humphries  again  to  verify  what  he  just  told  me?  You  know  he doesn’t like to be questioned like that, surely.” 

“But  ma’am,  Constable  Gupta  is  in  charge  of  the  case  now.  I  can  call him. If Ms. Rigby isn’t sick any more, I don’t see why she can’t be released. 

But  I  want  to  make  sure  whether  I’d  have  to  keep  an  eye  on  your  house instead of this room.” 

“I can hear Sergeant Humphries’s voice, don’t you?” Tina said, cupping her  ear  in  the  direction  of  the  room.  “He  must  be  informing  Constable Gupta  as  we  speak.  You  can  always  check  with  them  and  sit  in  your  car

outside my house if the constable thinks she still needs protection. The good news  is  that  once  they  arrest  the  culprit,  which  the  sergeant  must  be instructing  Constable  Gupta  to  do,  then  Ms.  Rigby  will  be  safe  wherever she  is.”  Tina  doubted  it  strongly,  given  the  sergeant’s  state,  and  he  might have been talking to the nurse instead, but there was a small chance that he actually was speaking to Raj, and that was what counted. 

Her strategy seemed to work. The officer accompanied the women out of the hospital once the doctor confirmed that Holly would only need rest and not his care. As soon as they were in the car, Ms. Rigby asked, “I forgot to ask for my treasure back.” 

“What treasure?” Tina asked. 

“I  gave  it  to  the  sergeant  for  safekeeping.”  She  shrugged.  “Let’s  go. 

Perhaps it’s best if he keeps it for now anyway. So Tina, why don’t we call Maggie to say we’re passing by her place to pick Lulu up?” 

Tina had hoped she would have forgotten about the bird…no chance. 



*

A  female  voice  said,  “Be  careful.  I’m  sure  there’s  an  animal  in  there,  a raccoon  or  rat.  I  heard  a  box  fall.  The  only  way  in  is  via  that  vent  hole outside. I told Holly to close it, but she didn’t want to.” 

“What about the back door? Isn’t there a shutter there?” Barrie asked. 

“I don’t have the key for that either. I didn’t check it this morning…” 

Recognizing  the  two  voices,  Maggie  was  reassured  and  shouted, 

“Indira,  it’s  me,  Maggie  and  Arthur,  come  in  via  the  back  door;  it’s  been broken into.” 

In a split-second, Indira and Barrie were staring at the pair. 

Maggie grimaced. “We were walking when we saw the shutter was up, so we had a look to see if Anton was in here. He packages Bettie’s quilts now that Holly is in hospital.” 

“Anton, quilts?” Indira asked. 

“This has been broken into. You weren’t just having a look. You wanted to  see  what  happened,”  Barrie  said  as  he  examined  the  padlock.  “And anyway, Anton packing quilts? What’s that all about?” 

Maggie’s  phone  vibrated  in  her  pocket,  and  seeing  it  was  Denis,  she answered. 

“Maggie, I can’t speak long,” Denis said in a small voice. 

“Go ahead. Have you found blood on the tooth?” 

“Maybe. That’s for Amy to say, but that’s another story,” he whispered. 

“It’s Tina… Ms. Rigby will be staying with us now that she left hospital, which means she can’t wait to see her bird. You’ll be relieved not to have to care for it anymore.” Denis gave his nervous, half-choking laugh. 

“Is Tina next to you?” Maggie asked. 

“Yes. So we thought you could come by in an hour to bring the bird…” 

“Denis,  I  know  you  can  keep  secrets…  Lulu  isn’t  with  me.  She  was stolen last evening. I was hoping to find her this morning because I know how much it would upset Holly… Denis, are you still there?” 

Maggie  heard  a  swish,  followed  by  Tina’s  unmistakable  high-pitched voice  piercing  her  eardrum.  “Maggie,  you  don’t  need  to  worry  about  my allergies. I’m fine. I’m with Holly, and you can understand how important it is for her to see Lulu again. I’ll be expecting you in an hour at our home.” 

Maggie’s  jaw  dropped  as  she  realized  Tina  had  just  hung  up  without letting her respond. She furiously typed a text message to Tina, as if it were a telegram:   BIRD STOLEN LAST NIGHT—WILL NOT COME TO YOUR

 PLACE—IN EMERGENCY SITUATION NOW. 

“Maggie,  what’s  the  matter?  You  look  upset.  I  appreciate  that  you checked things out for me; you shouldn’t think otherwise. I’m rather upset about all this myself. I trusted my employee, and now look…” Indira threw her arms up and let them fall heavily alongside her body. 

“Sorry, Indira, it’s just that I’m worried. Not only was Lulu stolen, but now Holly has moved in with Tina and Denis. I really don’t understand why Raj would let this happen. I know Tina is up to something. She even wanted me  to  bring  her  Lulu,  and  poor  Denis  is  stuck  in  the  middle  of  it,  not knowing what to do.” 

“I’m  sure  they’d  have  checked  with  Raj,  and  if  they  think  Ms.  Rigby should be discharged from hospital, then it makes sense that she stays with someone who can take care of her. I don’t see anything strange about that. 

His  colleague  will  be  posted  outside  her  home  if  required.  Why  do  you always  suspect  Tina,  now  that  she’s  being  nice?  Maybe  that’s  all  she’s doing,” Indira replied. 

Maggie shrugged and shook her head. 

“Okay,  can  anyone  tell  me  what’s  going  on?  I  always  seem  to  be  the only one in the dark. First the tusks and now quilts. What do they have to

do with each other?” Barrie asked. “And what about the parrot?” 

“No one really knows what’s going on, Barrie,” Maggie said. “Well, not yet… Did Anton stay over at your place last night?” 

“Yes, on the couch.” 

“And you didn’t talk about the tusks or anything else?” Indira asked. 

“We  did.  And  his  story  was  the  same  as  what  he  told  Raj.  He  was worried about Holly, though. She confided in him that she was scared of her husband and wouldn’t know what to do if he appeared again.” 

“Did she say why?” 

“No,  but  I  was  surprised  when  he  said  he  thought  her  husband  was  a dangerous man, and he suspected he was trying to get hold of his stash of tusks  and  other  fossils  that  he’d  left  behind  when  he  disappeared.  He suspected Oliver was simply his legs, but Mr. Rigby was the brains behind it.” 

“If that’s the case, it’s likely he didn’t have the key to the storage and therefore needed to break into this room last night to pick up the rest of his tusks  and  fossils.  Maybe  we  missed  a  secret  hiding  place,  or  else  he  took the  fakes  to  cover  up  his  traces  and  then  made  it  look  like  someone searched  the  boxes.  I  don’t  believe  he  was  under  a  witness  protection program but was instead a wanted man…” Arthur said. “Maggie, you told me that he didn’t want the police to know he was here. How can the police protect someone without knowing where they are?” 

“Maybe  he  wasn’t  supposed  to  come  here  for  his  own  safety,  and  the police said if you do, it’s at your own risk,” Maggie said, still hanging on to the idea that Sam Rigby might have told her the truth. 

“No, no. That’s impossible. Raj told me last night that they couldn’t find any evidence that he was in such a program,” Indira replied. 

“That means he must be far away with his loot and his bird. Since he managed to disappear once, why not a second time?” Arthur asked. 

“It’s funny, but my instinct tells me he isn’t far from us. I even feel his presence.”  Maggie  looked  around  the  room.  “Indira,  did  you  check  this building  inside  out  for  other  hiding  places?  If  we  find  anything,  then  we know he’ll be back for the rest.” 

“I don’t want to knock down any walls or tear up the floor of the cellar, and I can’t close my pharmacy like that.” Indira replied. “I want Raj to have a look at the building before we touch anything.” 

“He’s inspecting Holly’s house with Anton as we speak,” Maggie said. 

“On his own? I still wonder about Anton…” Indira said. 

“Yes,  I  think  so,”  Maggie  replied.  “Anton  just  wanted  to  pick  up  a change of clothes, and Raj wanted to see Holly’s shed with her collection of insects.  I  thought  the  little  drawers  were  for  fossils,  but  Anton  said  she collected beetles. Indira, I don’t think you need to worry. Raj knows what he’s doing.” 

Maggie tried her best to hide her concern and agreed with the group to split tasks to help Raj out as best they could. Indira and Barrie would do a thorough investigation of the pharmacy building once they called the police station  about  the  break-in.  Maggie  would  join  forces  with  Adam,  if  she could  reach  him,  to  search  for  Mr.  Rigby  and  the  bird  as  soon  as  she  got Arthur  to  the  hospital.  His  ankle  had  doubled  in  size,  and  he  could  no longer argue against it. 



 









Chapter Twenty-Two







Maggie  hadn’t  expected  to  see  Professor  Berns  in  the  small  emergency waiting room just as the nurse whisked off Arthur in a wheelchair. He was alone in the yellow room with a bloodied cloth pressed against his thumb. 

The  emergency  nurse  wasn’t  at  her  computer  behind  the  glass  partition. 

Maggie walked in feeling sorry for him, thinking of how her father would have  tried  to  comfort  him  about  the  loss  of  his  son.  Unsure  whether speaking about him was what he needed now, she sat next to him on one of the plastic chairs, causing its metal legs to squeak as she attempted to come closer. “Professor Berns, what happened to you?” 

“Nothing.” He lifted the cloth briefly to reposition it above the unusual jagged wound. “I cut myself with a kitchen knife.” He sighed deeply. 

The  wound  didn’t  appear  to  be  a  knife  cut,  given  its  shape.  She  was about to ask him for details when he said, “I wish I knew what happened to my son. It’s unbearable. It’s all my fault, all because I rented a cottage in this wretched place out of nostalgia. It’s never good to revisit the past that has been buried.” 

“Foxton  must’ve  been  very  different  in  the  late  seventies  when  my father  first  bought  a  place  here  to  settle  down  with  my  mother.  Come  to think  of  it,  you  indirectly  helped  him  find  the  place  he  later  grew  to  love most because of the mammoth tusks he transported for you from the Yukon to Foxton. I found a picture of you from that time, with my father and two

other men in the Yukon. I’m sorry you weren’t so lucky with Foxton, but I understand why you wanted to rent a place here. I love it here.” 

“Foxton belongs to the past for me, and if I hadn’t rented the place as my son insisted, he’d still be alive. Ah, yes, your father. I never could tell his  real  intentions,  only  that  he  wasn’t  interested  in  fossils  and  their scientific value, but in money and flying.” 

“This sounds very unlike him, the money bit. I think he had an interest in  woolly  mammoths  and  other  animal  remains  and  who  found  them, otherwise he’d never have kept so many souvenirs carefully tucked away in a trunk.” 

Professor  Berns  stiffened.  The  curls  at  the  end  of  his  combed-back, neck-length hair popped out of his blue shirt. His puffy eyes opened large to reveal  brown-speckled  irises.  His  eagle  nose  changed  into  a  narrow  ridge viewed from above as he faced Maggie. His mouth quivered as if he wanted to ask her something but held it back by biting his lower lip. 

He had said too much about her father for her to leave it at that; he had just joined Sam Rigby on the suspect bench in her mind. 

“Since  you’re  the  expert,  there  was  one  object  that  intrigued  me.  It looks like a canine tooth of an ancient beast, like a saber-tooth tiger. At least to me; I’ve no idea, maybe it’s a walrus tusk or something else. I even think this  is  one  of  a  pair  that  was  found,”  Maggie  said,  thinking  of  the  other intact  one  she  had  rescued  from  Beans’s  jaws  and  put  back  in  Lulu’s treasure box. 

Professor  Berns’s  eyes  twinkled.  “Yes,  it’s  possible.  I  was  wondering who took it from the broken skull without asking me first. No respect… But a pair, you say? That surprises me. I’d happily inspect it for you and give you  my  professional  opinion.  I  normally  charge  for  that,  but  I’ll  make  an exception. Where is it now?” 

“Oh,  at  home,”  Maggie  lied,  wondering  how  Denis  and  Amy  were getting on with the analysis. “I’m sorry to bring up your son’s death, but I think there’s a connection with what happened back then in that excavation site and what happened to him.” 

Professor Berns squeezed his finger with his other hand more tightly, its tip  turning  blue.  He  closed  his  eyes  and  released  it  as  he  said,  “You’re referring  to  the  accident.”  He  opened  his  eyes  and  looked  at  Maggie sideways, his short, slanted forehead reflecting the light as it glistered with

sweat. “It was a painful time in our life. We all wished we could’ve helped him, including your father, but none of us could. I don’t see how my son’s death is related, other than it might also be an accident.” 

Maggie wanted answers, and sensing a clam opening up, she dared to ask, “Did my father tell you he thought it wasn’t an accident? That’s why I think  your  son’s  death  might  be  linked.  It  all  seems  to  point  back  to  the mammoth tusks you found at the time, and to Foxton, where the warehouse for those tusks was located.” 

“I see your father did leave a lot of information behind. What else did he say?” 

“Do you also think Knud Baker was murdered?” Maggie insisted. 

Professor Berns’s cheeks flinched when she mentioned the name of the man who died. His silence made Maggie ask, “Did my father kill him?” 

His trimmed eyebrows lifted his puffed eyelids up, ironing out the pleats the  higher  the  brows  went.  “That’s  quite  an  accusation.  About  your  own father, no less. Don’t you think?” 

“Yes, and I don’t believe he killed anyone, but I do know he was getting closer to finding out the truth about what really happened. My father was next to his plane when the accident happened, leaving two of you to witness Knud  Baker’s  accident.  You  and  Sam  Rigby.  My  father’s  logbook  states that he flew you three to the site, landed on the big river just next to it, and flew you three back, and there was no one else there. You should’ve seen something.” 

“Accidents  in  the  field  happen.  You  should’ve  seen  the  conditions  we were working in. It’s a real thick, sticky mud where the fossils are located. 

Once  we  hose  them  loose  with  water,  it’s  muddy  everywhere  and  easy  to slip. I’ve slipped many times myself. He slipped and fell on a tusk, sadly. If he’d fallen just on the mud, he’d still be alive. Like my son…breaking his neck on the granite countertop.” 

“You really saw him fall? But why did my father think he was stabbed?” 

Professor  Berns’s  eyes  grew  wider  before  becoming  two  slits.  He sighed.  “Maybe  because  there  were  tensions  back  then.  Tough  conditions, tough people. Knud Baker was a fanatic fossil collector. He had purchased a lot  of  fossils  from  our  company  in  Foxton  but  wanted  to  see  for  himself where  they’d  been  found.  Your  father  suggested  he  could  join  the  flight, since he had enough room on board. Baker was very stubborn and wanted

to  dig  them  out  himself,  without  experience.  It’s  dangerous…but  he  was obsessed with woolly mammoths and with Holly…” 

“With Holly?” 

“Yes, he had a fling with her. He wasn’t the only one, mind you.” He grinned  at  Maggie.  “Your  father  liked  her  too;  she  was  very  pretty  back then.” 

“My father? That was before he met my mother?” 

“I  think  so,  but  we  didn’t  really  talk  much  about  it.  Only  that  Sam, Holly’s husband, didn’t appreciate it. I felt sorry for Holly. What a bully and a liar.” His lips curled down as if he had just tasted something bitter. 

“Didn’t he disappear at the time of the accident?” Maggie asked. 

He nodded pensively, staring into space as if he were playing back the past in front of his eyes. Only his finger twitched. Not getting a response, Maggie asked, “Do you think he might still be alive and has come back?” 

Professor Berns appeared to mull over her question for a moment, as if he hadn’t thought of the possibility, or was he calculating his response? It was hard to say, since his features were like an impassive statue. Only his finger moved. He slowly said in a raspy voice, “That would explain a lot. 

There was only one thing Rigby cared for, and it was his parrot. I thought he’d  have  taken  the  bird  with  him,  but  it’s  rather  inconvenient  to  cross borders  smoothly.  You’re  absolutely  right,  Maggie.  If  I  get  my  hands  on him  for  what  he’s  done  to  my  son!”  He  lifted  his  bloodied  hand  and squeezed  it  as  if  he  wanted  to  feel  the  pain,  the  patch  around  his  finger spreading like ink on a blotting paper. 

“Your thumb, be careful! Let me find a nurse for you.” Maggie rushed to her feet and walked to the reception desk. “Anyone here?” 

A nurse popped out from another door, “Sorry, sorry, the doctor is ready to see you, Mr. Berns.” 

Maggie watched the pair depart, puzzled by Professor Berns. She hadn’t expected he would share with her so much of the past, given his seeming antipathy toward her father, let alone talking about Holly. Or was he trying to paint a specific picture of the past to hide something? 



*



Bumping  into  the  nurse  who  had  taken  care  of  Holly,  she  enquired  about Sergeant Humphries’s health and whether she could pay him a short visit. 

Upon hearing that he was a bit delirious and that they were trying to figure out if it could be due to the same disease that had afflicted the reading club members,  Maggie  asked,  “Has  he  eaten  anything  other  than  the  hospital food?” 

“I’m  not  sure,  but  he’s  driving  me  mad,  ringing  the  bell  all  the  time, asking for fish and chips. I wish his father’d understand and not indulge his son’s wish. I had to send back a delivery person with a platter full for his son  for  lunch  today.”  She  glanced  at  the  clock  on  the  wall.  “It’s  almost lunch time. Maybe a visit might distract him till lunch is served. Go ahead, you know where his room is?” 

Maggie  nodded  and  walked  to  the  end  of  the  corridor.  When  Maggie opened  the  door,  Sergeant  Humphries  opened  his  arms  wide.  “Ms. 

Flanagan, just the person I was hoping for.” 

It was the first time the sergeant had greeted her like that. Typically he would say she was in his way and should mind her own business. Perhaps after the last case, he saw Maggie as an ally rather than a bother because she had helped him out of a difficult spot when he ended up a suspect in the fishing  lodge  death.  Whatever  the  reason,  she  was  glad  because  the  more she  got  to  know  him,  the  more  she  discovered  his  kind  and  sometimes extravagant sides—which made him more endearing to her. 

“Sergeant  Humphries.  You  look…”  Maggie  wasn’t  quite  sure  how  to describe him, “jolly. Are you feeling better?” 

“Oh,  yes,  much  better.  A  little  dizzy,  though,  but  that  must  still  be because my sugar level is low. I’m not allowed to have any.” He pouted. 

“But you do have some honey—” She pointed to the empty pot next to his bed, bearing a similar label to the one she had tasted at Bettie’s. “Did you eat any? Maybe that’s what making you feel dizzy somehow?” 

“Honey?” He took the pot and squinted at its etiquette. “Ms. Owen gave it to me when she left. Not my favorite one. And now that you say so, my tummy  isn’t  feeling  too  good.  But  that’s  not  want  I  want  to  talk  about.  I want you to do something for me. I’ve had enough of everyone telling me I’m sick. I’m not, and I, yes me, little Humphries, solved the case from his bed, but the nurses won’t let me call the office, and my wife took my phone away from me, pfff.” 

Maggie slowly sat down at the foot of the bed, waiting to hear how she might be of help. 

“Now, Ms. Flanagan, this must come as a surprise, I know, but Anton Boulanger is, in fact, Anton Baker, the son of Knud Baker, and he staged the burglary, stealing that dreadful bird, to cover up a murder. In a nutshell, he killed Justin Berns with a blow to the head. You need to tell Gupta that.” 

“But why would he do that?” Maggie asked, digesting the news and its implications. 

“To  avenge  his  father’s  death,  of  course.  People  do  crazy  things  when they’re hurt. He killed the son because he lost a father. Professor Berns is the only  one  he  could  find  so  far.  As  for  Mr.  Rigby,  well,  that’s  why  Anton Baker is a lodger at Ms. Rigby’s, to see if he can trace her husband. Simple. 

Isn’t that a good enough motive?” 

“That  would  mean  Anton  thinks  his  father  was  killed,  because  if  the death was an accident, why would he want to kill innocent men?” 

“If  he  thinks  they  were  responsible  for  his  safety  and  could’ve prevented the accident, manslaughter.” 

“Maybe…  But  to  resort  to  killing  someone,  I  don’t  think  so.  Are  you sure he’s really Knud Baker’s son? How do you know that?” 

“I’ve  got  my  sources…”  Sergeant  Humphries  smoothed  out  the  sheet with his right hand and smiled. “Soon she’ll publish it, but only when I tell her to.” 

Of course, Tina was behind this. She could have guessed. Maggie had difficulty picturing Anton as a cold-blooded murderer. “What proof do you have? I thought he fell onto the granite countertop.” 

The  sergeant  reached  to  his  night  table  and  took  out  Lulu’s  treasure trunk. He held it up. “This is your murder weapon. Yes, he was hit on the head with this. You remember I was nearly killed by it myself when it fell down. They’ll find it’s a match for the blow he got on the head. Here, be careful  for  prints!”  He  instructed  Maggie  to  use  tissues,  like  he  had,  to handle the box. 

“How  do  you  explain  that  they  think  he  might’ve  been  intoxicated, causing  him  to  lose  balance?”  Maggie  said,  holding  the  box,  wondering how he ended up with it. 

“Further  proof  he  drugged  him  first,  and  then  bam!”  He  hit  his  fists against his palm. 

Maggie shook her head. “I doubt it. Justin Berns had visited Ms. Rigby several  times.  I  think  he  wanted  to  get  information  from  her  but  didn’t manage to, so he decided to steal the parrot with an accomplice to make her talk. Otherwise why would Justin Berns visit Ms. Rigby?” 

“To warn her, of course,” the sergeant replied. “Anton Baker is living in her  house;  she  had  to  be  warned  he  was  dangerous.  She  needed  a  lot  of convincing, it seems, and she might not have believed the professor, but his son, maybe.” 

“What  about  Sam  Rigby  then?”  Maggie  asked,  regretting  she  had mentioned him to the sergeant, knowing how he could overreact. 

“Mr. Rigby? Ahhh, probably killed or next on the list. Ms. Rigby is so good  at  playing  innocent;  that’s  why  she  needs  to  be  careful.  Your  father believed he was alive. That’s what he told me before he died. He wanted the case opened again and was trying to find him.” He paused, then said, “Your father was very involved with this affair of Knud Baker…” 

“Only as a pilot. He suspected that Knud Baker was murdered. He left behind clues. That’s why I want to understand what happened. But there’s something you ought to know, Sergeant… Mr. Sam Rigby is alive, and he’s here in Foxton, at least I think he still is.” 

The sergeant cast his sheet away from his body with one arm and leapt to  his  feet,  completely  forgetting  he  was  still  wearing  the  airy  hospital nightgown. Maggie looked away, but only for a moment, since seeing him sway on his feet, she gently pushed him back onto the bed. 

“Sergeant, please. I didn’t mean to upset you. But don’t you think his presence changes things?” 

“No. You won’t change my mind. Will you help me? Or will you be just like the rest of them, willing to risk another life?” 

Maggie  was  wise  enough  to  know  when  to  stop  a  discussion  with  the sergeant. He might eventually come around, or perhaps this time he might be right? It was a possibility she had to take seriously. “Of course, I’ll do my best, Sergeant. What would you like me to do exactly?” 

“Bring this evidence to the police station,” he pointed to Lulu’s treasure box, “and tell Constable Gupta to come and see me for the full explanation. 

But in the meantime, he has to arrest Anton Baker on suspicion of murder.” 

“Shouldn’t  you  speak  to  him  now  on  my  phone?  Because  he’s  with Anton Baker at Ms. Rigby’s house.” 

“Give me the phone! Argh, incompetence.” He abruptly stood up as he took the phone from her hands and fainted. 

Maggie rang for the nurse, unable to wake him up or help him back on the bed. 

“What’s happening in here? Who let you visit him? I said no visits. He’s had  these  fainting  bouts  for  an  hour  now.”  The  head  nurse  buzzed  her colleague. “I can manage. Please leave the room now. This man needs rest.” 

She looked at the honey pot. “And get rid of this. He can’t eat anything like that! You should know better.” 

“But I didn—” Maggie didn’t bother to finish her sentence. Instead, she grabbed  the  empty  pot  and  Lulu’s  treasure  trunk  and  raced  out  to  contact Raj, hoping she wasn’t too late. The thought that the sergeant might be right about Anton made her fear the worst. 



 









Chapter Twenty-Three







Unable to get a hold of Raj, Maggie spoke to an officer at the police station who assured her they would send someone to Holly’s house. She climbed into  her  truck  and  put  the  box  on  the  passenger  seat.  She  felt  a  sudden weakness  and  welcomed  a  message  from  Adam  asking  her  to  join  at  the Horizon Cafe for a bite to eat and an update. 

She passed The Twins Fish & Chips with its new neon sign swinging in the  wind  above  the  entrance—two  identical  mirror  sculptures  of  fish jumping out of the water attempting to catch a French fry. She wasn’t too sure  this  new  addition  fitted  the  more  subtle  Foxton  style.  It  definitely would  catch  the  attention  of  passersby,  which  was  much  needed,  since unlike the prominent Horizon Cafe at the lake, The Twins Fish & Chips was easily  missed  because  it  was  sandwiched  between  two  colorful  buildings along The Street. 

Maggie slid down out of her high truck and walked down to the lake in front  of  the  café  to  take  in  the  peace  of  the  sunny  early  April  day.  The beginning of spring was always quiet, tourist-wise. The lakes had only just thawed and were too cold to dip a toe in but just right for the first loons to arrive  and  fill  the  air  with  their  languid  call.  The  soil  under  her  feet  was soft, still saturated with water, unable to seep through the deep-frozen layer. 

Her  name  floated  down  from  the  Horizon  Cafe’s  wraparound  terrace. 

Against  the  sunlight,  a  cutout  silhouette  of  a  cowboy  towered  over  the

railing. It was Adam. She climbed the wooden steps to reach him. 

“You finished early? No longer on duty, I see.” She smiled and pointed to  his  outfit:  jeans,  a  thick  green  cotton  shirt,  and  warm  padded  canvas jacket. 

“Yep. I thought I’d see Brigit for lunch, but she texted me that she won’t make it here till tomorrow.” He sounded disappointed but quickly changed his tone and said, “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Oliver doesn’t look like it, but he really can run like a hare. He was hard to catch. As for Sam Rigby, he must’ve been hiding up a tree and laughing at us. We didn’t see any sign of him.” 

A mix of roasted rosemary and cleaning product smells floated across the dining room. Heidi was scrubbing a new round table under the watchful golden eye of Spock, her Maine Coon cat. “Sorry about this smell; it needed a good clean. It’s so quiet today, and he doesn’t mind,” She tilted her head in the direction of a man sitting alone at the bar, his hunched back turned to them.  “I’ve  made  a  batch  of  fresh  rosemary  focaccia  and  thought  it’d  be nice with the tomato soup. It’s still a bit nippy out there. I can easily prepare something else, though, from the menu of the day.” Heidi picked the little chalkboard  and  handed  it  to  Maggie.  “Spock,  stop  it!”  She  removed  the cat’s wide paw from her shoulder. “He likes playing with the flowers on this sweater.” 

“I  can  see  why!  Perfect  to  get  his  claws  into.”  Maggie  examined  the crochet work. “Did you knit it? It’s fun.” 

Heidi  nodded  and  followed  them  to  a  table  overlooking  the  lake.  She took note of a soup special for Maggie and an extra omelet to go with it for Adam. Having updated Adam on her latest adventure and findings, Maggie asked, “When you caught Oliver, did he admit to stealing Lulu?” 

“Not as much, no. But it all points to him, including what you told me.” 

“I’m  still  thinking  of  Sergeant  Humphries’s  theory.  I  can’t  see  how Anton  would’ve  convinced  Oliver  to  steal  Lulu  so  that  he  could  murder Justin  Berns.  It  doesn’t  make  any  sense.  Like  I  told  the  sergeant,  I  still believe  Oliver  and  Justin  Berns  wanted  information  from  Holly.  The location  of  the  tusks,  for  example.  And  the  only  way  for  them  to  know about their existence would be because they’re working for Sam Rigby? Or the professor? Or Holly, who doesn’t want her husband to have them.” 

“Why do you think Anton Baker is so innocent? He lied about his name, and he’s the son of a fossil collector. He could’ve known about what was found decades earlier. He goes under a fake name, appeared like that out of the blue, chose to live at Ms. Rigby’s. He could’ve asked me for a room. I’d gladly  have  rented  one  to  him.  Well,  as  long  as  Brigit  was  in  Antarctica. 

Now it’s different; I’m going to ask her to move in with me.” 

Maggie  accepted  that  Brigit  was  back  in  Canada.  She  had  nothing against her; she even liked her. But the thought of her moving in with Adam disturbed her, and the only way to deal with it was to avoid talking about her for now. Instead, she focused on Anton. It was as if Adam was jealous of  Maggie’s  interest  and  defense  of  him,  otherwise  why  accuse  him  so much?  Maggie  ignored  the  fact  that  Adam  was  simply  weighing  the evidence  because  deep  down  she  somehow  liked  Anton,  and  they  already had a lot in common: their fathers were linked by a tragedy. 

She didn’t completely lose sight of the facts but insisted, “You’ve got a point,  but  I  don’t  know  why.  I  think  there’s  another  reason  for  Anton’s presence. It’s not the stash of tusks. He gave his father’s collection away to a museum. I think he wants to find out who killed his father, like my own father  tried  to  figure  out.  Just  like  I  want  to  know.”  Maggie  lowered  her voice. “I think my father found the murder weapon, a saber tooth. It’s just like another one that’s in Lulu’s treasure box.” 

As she spoke, she caught a glimpse of the man at the bar looking her way. His beanie was pulled down to his eyes and jacket collar turned up as if it were cold in the building. He turned around when their eyes met. It was as  if  he  had  been  listening  to  their  conversation  and  watching  them.  It wasn’t difficult. Heidi hadn’t switched on her background music, and they were the only people in the room. 

Maggie whispered, “Do you know him?” 

Adam shook his head. “Not from this angle, but I can change that if you like.” He pushed his chair back. 

“Stop teasing, I’m serious. I’ll speak low. I’m wondering whether Sam Rigby stole his bird himself after Holly didn’t want to give her back to him. 

Because Holly knows something about him, she’s scared of him. What if he killed  Knud  with  one  of  the  teeth?  If  he  already  had  one,  it  would  make sense that he’d have the pair.” 

“I  could  see  him  do  something  like  that…”  Adam  said,  no  longer whispering. 

Maggie  shook  her  head,  watched  the  man  climb  down  from  his  stool and walk out the door, and said, “Good riddance. He really was listening to us, I’m sure of it. And did you see his limp?” She jumped up, the realization hitting her. “This man, it’s Sam Rigby, quick.” 

They both ran out to the parking lot, toppling chairs on the way. No sign of  any  man.  Only  a  pair  of  Canadian  geese  wiggled  their  bums  as  they walked  to  the  fresh  patch  of  green  grass,  and  a  group  of  loud  chickadees hovered above Maggie’s head in search of sunflower seeds that Heidi had the habit of holding up for them in the palm of her hand during the winter months. 

“No  one,  and  I’m  not  going  on  another  bush  chase  for  nothing.  He disappears  like  a  magician.”  Adam  clicked  his  fingers.  “Poof.  And  what makes you say it was him? I didn’t recognize him.” 

“It might sound strange, but I’ve had this feeling of his presence all the time, and even now as if he was still here on this parking lot, although we really looked everywhere, and there isn’t anyone here other than you and I.” 

Maggie scanned the lawn and few trees that lined the parking lot. “Let’s ask Heidi. Maybe she knows who it was.” 

“We both need a strong coffee, I think. I’m off duty now, and it’s really up  to  the  cops  to  figure  this  out.  I’ve  already  contacted  my  colleagues  to look  out  for  an  African  gray  parrot  and  a  man  with  Sam  Rigby’s description.  Either  we’ll  find  Lulu,  because  I  think  she’ll  escape  again  if Rigby  didn’t  steal  her,  or  we  might’ve  a  sighting  of  both  of  them.  I’m confident we’ll catch up with him.” 

They both sat at the bar. Maggie swung her legs under the tall bar stool as she asked Heidi about the man. 

“I’ve never seen him before. I asked him where he was from. He said from Ottawa and was just driving through and heading to Algonquin Park. 

He’d only arrived ten minutes or so before you.” 

“How old do you think he was?” Maggie asked. 

“Pushing seventy, maybe, but he kept his collar turned up and hat down, so I didn’t see much of his face, only his glasses.” 

“It could’ve been him, but at the same time we’d have caught up with him if that were the case. He couldn’t have run away that far with his limp. 

We’ll never know.” Maggie sighed. “I wish I’d kept Lulu safe. I’ve got to apologize  to  Holly.  She’s  at  Tina’s  now.  I’ve  got  an  idea.  Can  you  come with me to Tina’s now? You can speak with Denis about what he found out regarding  the  tooth  and  tell  me  all  about  it  while  I  speak  with  Holly  and Tina. That way Tina can’t be upset and won’t suspect anything.” 

“You  don’t  need  me  to  speak  to  them.  You  can  handle  yourself  very well  with  Tina.  I’ve  seen  it  in  the  past.  It  can  be  entertaining,  in  fact…” 

Adam laughed. “Fine, I’ll come, just to see how you all get along.” 

They left the empty café, closing the door carefully to prevent Spock’s long,  hairy  paw  from  getting  caught  in  the  door  as  he  followed  them, weaving between their legs. Maggie insisted on going with her car, wanting to  show  him  the  treasure  box  before  she  handed  it  to  the  police.  As  she removed the box from the passenger seat, wearing her woolen gloves, she let it slip out of her hands onto the floor of the car. It landed upside down. 

Maggie stopped Adam with her hand from picking it up. 

“Look, the underside, there’s a tiny hole.” She picked it up and searched for  a  pen  in  the  glove  box  among  the  dog  biscuits,  paper  bags  to  collect seeds, and camera chips. “There!” She pulled out a paper clip and carefully inserted  it  into  the  hole.  With  a  pop,  the  bottom  opened  up  on  one  side, revealing  a  paper.  Maggie  shrieked  with  excitement,  like  a  child.  She handed the box to Adam now that he also had gloves on and slowly pulled out the letter. “It’s a love letter to Holly.” 

“Shouldn’t you leave that where it belongs? I thought you were going to give this to the police. Isn’t that what Sergeant Humphries said?” 

“I will, but after we visit Tina. I’ve read it already. It’s signed   Your K . 

It has to be from Knud Baker! Holly and Knud…now that would make Mr. 

Rigby very angry if he found out. This is his box…he must’ve put it there…

another reason for him to kill Knud and disappear.” 

Adam took the letter and put it back carefully. 

“You’re  not  reading  it?  At  least  look  at  the  fossils  inside.  You  won’t come across mammoth fossils often! And the saber-tooth tiger canine, tell me if you think it could be one. Let’s go!” 

As  they  approached  the  Partridges’  large  cottage,  one  of  only  four  on Deep  Lake,  a  small  lake  lined  with  water  lilies  at  one  end,  Maggie  heard louder and louder rattling at the back of her truck. It was hard to pinpoint its exact location, but it was getting worse. 

 

 









Chapter Twenty-Four







Raj followed Anton up the narrow staircase to Holly’s bedroom that had the smell  of  a  dusty  old  museum,  without  enough  funding  to  repair  the  roof leak  and  prevent  the  moths  and  other  insects  from  attacking  the  stuffed animals and wooden artifacts. 

“I know,” Anton said. “I tried cleaning this area, but I can’t get rid of this  earthy  smell.  It’s  a  strange  smell.  It  makes  me  think  of  our  very  old houses in Denmark, without any ventilation where the dampness creeps into the  walls.”  Anton  opened  the  door  to  Holly’s  bedroom  and  made  a  move toward his own. “I can go to my room to get a change of clothes, right?” 

“No, no, you stay right here where I can see you. We’ll go together to your bedroom.” Raj looked through the door. “Wow. But those are all jewel beetles. I’ve never seen so many in one place. It’s like one big rainbow of beetles, but they aren’t all from Canada,” he said, looking at their name tags then at Anton, who was standing his arms crossed on his chest, his back to the room. “You really don’t like them, do you?” Raj asked. Taking pity on him, seeing goose bumps on Anton’s forearm, he told him to wait outside the  door  where  he  could  still  see  him.  “And  don’t  try  to  run  away.  I’ve already  asked  a  colleague  to  come  over,  just  in  case  you  have  any  funny ideas.” 

“I’ve got no reason to run away. I didn’t do anything. You see what I mean, though; they were hanging all over the house. And I’m sure she has a

stack of them in the closet too. Maybe that’s what’s causing the smell.” 

Raj walked around the bed, which was covered in a quilt. Each square had either a colorful beetle or a butterfly sewn into it. A photograph caught his eye. It was similar to the one Maggie had shown him, with her father and the three other men, or at least the period seemed the same. This one was taken in front of the convenience store, and Holly was standing right between them, smiling broadly. She had been indeed a pretty woman. 

He bagged the picture to study it later. He opened the night table drawer. 

Between a book about parrots and one about fossil restoration, he found a few pieces of rock and a set of small keys. Precisely what he was hoping to find—the keys had to be the ones to her little drawers and to the mysterious door Maggie mentioned. In the spur of the moment, he pocketed the entire contents after having bagged them. 

“Let’s  go.  I’ve  got  what  I  was  looking  for.  Pick  what  you  need  now.” 

Raj followed Anton into his bedroom. 

It  was  a  small  room  with  green  and  yellow  paisley  wallpaper.  He happened to look in the direction of the desk when Anton walked past it and took something from it, hiding it in his jacket. 

“What’s that, Anton?” Raj asked. “What was on your desk?” 

“You haven’t accused me of anything so far. I assume that I can keep my private life private?” 

“I  only  said  you  could  take  some  spare  clothes.  I  never  mentioned anything else. Come on, hand it to me.” Raj stuck his hand out. 

It was a picture of a young boy in a go-kart, with at its back   til min lille mester, jeg er så stolt af dig, din far. 

“Is this you?” Raj asked, not sure of the language at the back. 

“Yes, when I was four. Can I take it with me?” 

Raj nodded. “Are you of Scandinavian origin? Where from?” 

“Danish.”  Anton  opened  the  built-in  closet  and  pulled  out  a  shirt  and pair of pants, shaking each item in front of Raj before folding them into a duffle bag, as if he were making his point that he had nothing to hide. 

Having gathered all they needed, the pair left the wooden house for the shed with Anton leading the way so that Raj could watch his every move. 

The  shed  was  exactly  how  Maggie  had  described  it,  many  little  drawers, and  where  the  curtain  had  hung  was  a  large  door.  Raj  opened  one  of  the

drawers with the small key and lifted a small object out of it. “This isn’t a beetle. It looks very much like a rock of some kind.” 

“May I have a look? That’s a piece of fossilized bone. So that’s where she kept them, like pieces of a puzzle.” 

“Kept what?” 

“She  told  me  that  her  husband,  together  with  a  few  other  guys,  had found a rich site for mammoth and mastodon remains at the gold mine. You already know that. That’s where the tusks must’ve come from. Apparently, this was a fossil and mammoth ivory trading business back in the seventies and eighties. Holly’s task was to clean them and prepare them for the sale, as well as deal with clients. Sometimes it meant she had to sift through a bucket of rock and bones to bring to life a femur or other bone, as if it were a puzzle. I didn’t know she still had some of those pieces.” 

Maggie  was  right  again.  Raj  looked  at  the  door,  building  up  mental strength  to  push  it  open  with  his  shoulder.  None  of  the  keys  matched  its lock. “Move away, Anton.” 

Raj  charged  forward  but  was  held  back  by  Anton’s  firm  grip  on  his upper arms just as Raj’s phone rang. Raj’s police instinct took over. No one could touch him like that, especially a suspect. Lifting his arms up sideways to remove Anton’s grip, Raj swiveled around to face him. In a split-second, he grabbed his wrists, immobilizing him, twisting his arms against Anton’s back. Raj’s phone was still ringing in his pocket. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Raj asked. 

“You’re  hurting  me,”  Anton  said,  slowly  bending  down  to  his  knees under the hold. 

“It hurts more when you resist. You thought you could knock me out by throwing me against the door, using my own momentum. Not so fast.” 

“Nothing like that, no. I prevented you from harming yourself. Look for yourself. The door isn’t locked, and this isn’t the entrance to the back of this shed. It’s a closet, walled up with bricks.” 

Raj tightened his grip in response. “How can you see that from here? I can’t.” 

“Okay, I lied. I’ve been in here before. I was curious. But I thought if I said so, you’d suspect me of the theft of the tusks. When I last looked in this space, there were a few incomplete mammoth tusks. It’s a big closet.” 

“I see, and what about the other part of the shed? This room is smaller than  the  outside  walls.”  Raj  looked  out  the  window,  still  holding  Anton firmly. 

“It’s a spare room, and there’s a bed, or at least there was one a week ago,  and  boxes.  I  think  the  access  is  via  the  trap  door  under  our  feet,  not through the closet. But that’s only a guess.” 

Raj slightly released his hold and kicked open the closet that had been unlocked by the forensics team. “You’re right. I could’ve been really badly hurt hitting the brick wall at the back.” He released his hold completely. 

“I’ll  give  you  the  benefit  of  the  doubt,  but  I’d  like  to  hear  your explanation for this.” He indicated the empty closet with his hand. 

“I  swear  I  saw  tusks  in  there  last  week.  Maybe  your  colleagues  took them as evidence?” 

“I’ll call my station now, and I warn you, if this isn’t the case, I’ll have to  arrest  you  on  suspicion  of  theft,  and  perhaps  murder,  which  I  haven’t completely  ruled  out,  but  I’ll  hold  on  to  that  one  for  now,  since  you  did protect me.” 

“And you have no proof for it either. Do what you want,” Anton replied, crossing his arms. 

Raj  radioed  his  colleague,  who  replied  that  there  were  no  tusks. 

Moreover,  they’d  been  trying  to  reach  him  following  a  call  from  a  Ms. 

Flanagan reporting that Anton Boulanger was in fact Anton Baker, the son of the deceased Knud Baker. Anton was edging closer to the door, but Raj jumped in front of it and held him back at arm’s length. 

“Did I hear correctly that Sergeant Humphries instructed her to tell you this?” Raj asked. 

“Yes, sir, he wants you to arrest Anton Baker on suspicion of murder. 

You’ve got to be careful!” The voice crackled through the radio. “Also, Ms. 

Holly  Rigby  is  no  longer  in  hospital.  She’s  safely  with  Tina  and  Denis Partridge. Shall I send a car to watch their house, sir?” 

As soon as Raj heard that Sergeant Humphries was behind this idea, he relaxed  his  stance  toward  Anton,  knowing  that  the  sergeant  typically overreacted. Moreover, he expected the colleague he had asked for to arrive any moment. He articulated slowly, “You are to follow my instructions until Sergeant Humphries is cleared to return to work. Is that understood?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And if you can’t reach me on my phone, use the radio. I won’t accept the excuse that you’re new to the police force.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Good, and,” he shouted, “of course, send a car out to the Partridges. I don’t want anything to happen to Ms. Rigby.” 

“Yes, sir, but if you’re arresting Anton Baker, then she’s safe…” 

“Do  as  I  said.”  Raj  sighed,  wondering  whether  the  new  recruit  had chosen the right career path. “Over and out.” 

Raj assessed Anton in the light of his newfound suspicion, unsure which of the two, Anton or Mr. Rigby, was the one to really watch out for. Oliver was  too  young  and  impressionable  to  have  masterminded  anything following  Justin  Berns’s  death.  Raj  suspected  Justin  had  told  him  what  to do.  Raj  had  never  met  Mr.  Rigby  and  only  had  Maggie  and  Adam’s viewpoint, which was in his experience far better than that of an ill Sergeant Humphries. 

“Anton Baker? Eh? What else have you been lying about? Why did you steal the parrot?” Raj asked. 

“I didn’t steal Lulu. I swear. I mean no harm. I just want to understand what really happened to my father. I need closure. The picture you saw was the last time I saw him alive. Now you understand why I want to cherish that memory.” 

“Why didn’t you ask the police for the file? Or simply ask the people who knew him? Why come here for that, and now?” 

“I did, but the cops said the case was closed and ruled it an accident. I believed  it  until  I  met  someone  my  father  knew.  Doubt  was  sowed  in  my mind.  It  took  me  over  a  year  to  figure  out  what  to  do,  and  I  concluded  I needed to question the people who knew him at the time of his death, like you suggested I do. If I said who I was, I thought no one would tell me the truth. And Holly seemed the best person to start with. My dad liked her a lot. Too much, according to Mum.” 

Raj thought right away of Maggie’s father. It fitted, his digging into the past  before  his  death,  and  he  was  the  only  one  as  far  as  Raj  knew  who thought  the  death  was  suspicious.  Perhaps  that  was  the  reason  behind  his perception of Maggie having a positive bias toward Anton. If only he could get hold of Maggie to confirm that her father had met Anton. 

“Was  it  Mr.  Flanagan  you  met?  Maggie’s  father?  Or  Mr.  Rigby?”  Raj asked. 

“Mr. Flanagan! Not Mr. Rigby. I never managed to trace him down.” 

“Really? Couldn’t you have hidden him in the back room?” 

Anton  seemed  confused  and  then  said,  “Why  don’t  you  check  with Maggie  Flanagan?  Her  father  told  me  that  I  could  speak  with  her  if  I changed my mind. I think he knew he wasn’t going to last long.” 

“Why  would  Maggie  believe  you?  Or  even  know  about  any  of  this?” 

Raj asked. 

“Because of something I have that I need to show her now.” 

Raj  was  tempted  to  interrogate  Anton  at  the  police  station,  but  so  far those interrogations hadn’t led to any result. He had already had to release Oliver  from  custody,  having  charged  him  with  the  attempted  theft  of  the tusks, but he had no proof he tried stealing the bird, or for his role in Justin Berns’s death. 

He  knew  he  was  taking  risks  by  not  following  Sergeant  Humphries’s procedure,  because  if  his  approach  failed,  Sergeant  Humphries  wouldn’t hesitate to punish him, even though he wasn’t on duty and therefore had no authority. Raj let his trust in Maggie guide him. The faster he could make her  meet  Anton,  the  quicker  the  answers  might  be  flushed  out.  He  only needed to locate her. 

Raj  instructed  the  police  officer  who  had  just  arrived  to  confirm  that there was indeed a back room in the shed and to check for any evidence of Mr.  Rigby  having  stayed  there.  The  officer  was  to  report  back  to  him immediately while he sat with Anton safely in his police car and tried to set up a meeting with Maggie. 



*



Maggie waited for a black SUV to speed up the hill of the private dirt road leading to the Partridges’ cottage on Deep Lake to drive down the narrow dirt road herself. 

“He was in a rush,” she said. 

Her old Ford truck bumped along the soft dirt road. She barely managed to avoid the huge rut that the SUV had just caused when it sped up the steep hill without taking note of the water-clogged state of the road. After a sharp

turn  onto  Denis’s  slippery,  leaf-covered  driveway,  they  arrived  at  the Partridges. Both Tina and Denis’s cars were parked at their entrance. 

Denis’s round face appeared at the front door. He walked toward them and said with a worried frown, “I told Tina I heard a car, but she thought I was going mad. I must’ve heard you arriving.” He paused. 

“Denis,  what’s  wrong?  I  can  see  something’s  bothering  you,”  Maggie said,  recognizing  his  small  pout  when  he  was  thinking  but  hesitating  to voice his concern. 

His lack of communication used to annoy her when they were together. 

He never succeeded in trusting her enough, in her eyes, to be able to tell her what  worried  him  when  he  thought  it  was  a  silly  thought.  To  her  there wasn’t  such  a  thing  as  a  silly  thought,  if  it  was  bothering  him.  Speaking about it was the only way she could help him with it, but he disagreed. In the end, the lack of capacity for open communication between them led to their separation. 

Tina’s  high-pitched  voice  snaked  through  the  open  door  to  their  ears. 

“Denis? Are you hearing cars again?” 

Denis said loudly, “It’s Maggie and Adam.” Then in a low voice, “It’s nothing, but I’m sure I heard another car just before you arrived. Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. I don’t know what to do anymore. Holly won’t speak to Tina because she promised her you’d bring the parrot. And Tina won’t speak to me until I find a way to get Holly to talk to her again… And Holly won’t come out of her room. I just knocked, and she won’t even answer the door.” Denis stopped talking and raised his finger. “Did you hear that?” 

All three turned around. This time it wasn’t a rattle, but a voice. 

“Yes. It’s coming from your truck, Maggie. And I think I know exactly what it is, or rather who it is…” Adam said as he slowly walked up to the back of Maggie’s truck. 

Tina had suddenly materialized as if out of thin air and had rushed to the trunk, shouting along the way, “Oh, you brought the parrot! Finally!” 

She  reached  the  trunk  door  before  Adam  and  opened  it.  She  shrieked and  jumped  back,  both  hands  on  her  mouth,  eyes  wide,  before  saying, 

“Who’s that?” 

 









Chapter Twenty-Five







A  man  rolled  out  from  under  the  covered  pick-up  bed  of  Maggie’s  truck onto  the  open  door  and  slowly  sat  up.  Maggie  exclaimed,  “Sam  Rigby! 

What on earth are you doing there?” 

“That’s  how  he  escaped  at  the  café,”  Adam  said.  “You  were  right, Maggie, he was listening to us.” 

There was no way for him to get away this time with the four of them surrounding him, waiting for an explanation. Mr. Rigby looked at each of them in turn and said, “Yes. I overheard what you said and that Holly left the hospital. Where is she? Are the police still protecting her?” 

Tina  replied,  “Very  safe.  A  police  officer  should  be  arriving  any moment, if he takes the correct road—” 

Maggie interrupted her. “Why do you want to know that? Are you still jealous after all those years? Wasn’t it enough to kill her lover?” 

“I don’t know what you mean,” Mr. Rigby said, agape. 

“The  death  of  Knud  Baker  wasn’t  an  accident,  was  it?  Only  now  I realize that you told me yourself that a man was killed when you said you had to go into a witness protection program, while the papers all stated it was an accident. You were never in such a program. You killed him out of jealousy, or was it to cover up another business, peddling fake fossils? And you  came  back  to  pick  up  the  rest  of  your  stock  of  goods,  not  for  the parrot.” 

“Why  on  earth  would  I  have  told  you  all  this  if  I  thought  you  might suspect me?” Mr. Rigby asked angrily. 

“Because my father’s dead, and he can’t accuse you anymore, but you wanted to find out whether he had told me what he knew. He did. Indirectly, in his flight logbook. He wrote down the details of the day he transported Knud Baker’s body in his plane.” 

“Yes, he did transport him, but the police knew that too.” 

“You didn’t know that he was still alive and his last word was FAKE.” 

Maggie didn’t want to speak about the murder weapon until she had had the details from Denis. 

Mr. Rigby appeared to think, as if he suddenly came to a new insight. 

“Now that changes everything… I’m starting to see things more clearly.” 

Maggie stared at Mr. Rigby with her teeth clenched and said, “I think you agreed with Professor Berns to say it was an accident to cover up your masquerade,  because  Knud  Baker  had  found  out  about  the  fakes!  You couldn’t fool him anymore, so you both killed him. It suited you well to get rid of your wife’s lover.” 

“No, I didn’t. Yes, I was jealous and hurt. Holly betrayed me—not that Knud was the only one. Berns told me about their affair. He even gave me a letter to prove it. That’s why I disappeared. I wasn’t in a witness protection program,  but  I  knew  you  wouldn’t  believe  I  just  wanted  a  new  life  and didn’t  want  to  see  another  mammoth  bone  after  this.  I  lost  a  friend  and  a wife. If your father thought I could’ve killed him, I’m saddened. He of all people would know that I’d never deliberately do such a thing. I’ve known him  since  I  was  a  boy.  We  both  grew  up  in  Ireland  and  were  friends  at school.” 

“Perhaps not deliberately then…” Maggie softened at the thought of her father playing with him as kids in Ireland, but aware that it might be a lie, she said, “Maybe you had a fight because Berns had just given you the love letter Knud wrote to Holly, and you confronted Knud with your fists. And Knud fell and died. So you didn’t mean to kill him,” she insisted. 

“I wasn’t there, all right! I didn’t see the accident happen.” He sprang out  of  the  truck,  pushing  everyone  aside  with  a  strength  that  shocked Maggie. “This means only one thing…” 

“That  Maggie’s  father  killed  Knud  Baker  out  of  jealousy  because  he also loved Holly,” Tina shrieked. 

“No,  Tina,  he  didn’t,  but  Professor  Berns  did!”  Maggie  shouted, recalling her conversation with him in the hospital. 

Mr.  Rigby  appeared  alarmed  as  he  stammered,  “You’re  right,  Maggie. 

Are you sure Holly is really here? He’s capable of the worst. I know it now. 

Call the police!” 

All  pair  of  eyes  landed  one  after  the  other  on  Denis,  who  seemed  to shrink  into  a  puddle  of  mud  under  the  intense  nonverbal  questioning.  He said in a weak voice, “In her room the last I saw her.” 

Tina  shrugged.  “Of  course  she’s  in  her  room.  I’ll  get  her.  She  might even have come downstairs to see what’s happening outside. This is just the proof I needed to conclude that Anton Baker killed Justin Berns to avenge his father! You didn’t figure that out, Maggie.” 

Tina  disappeared  inside  the  house  while  Adam,  Maggie,  and  Denis closed the circle around Mr. Rigby, who hobbled back to the truck, leaning against it and rubbing his injured ankle. 

“I  beg  you  to  believe  me,”  Mr.  Rigby  said.  “I  should’ve  told  you  the truth  earlier.  I  came  back  because  I  had  enough  of  being  an  old  fool.  I forgave  Holly.  With  the  years  and  age,  jealousy  fades.  I  still  love  her.  I wanted her to decide if she wanted me back without anyone knowing I was here. I hoped it would make it easier for her to decide to give our marriage another chance. I thought with my stash of fossils, we could live happily the rest  of  our  lives.  That  was  true  until  I  guessed  who  her  lodger  was  and found  out  Berns  was  here.  I  realized  someone  was  after  my  fossils  and tusks,  and  that’s  when  I  came  and  see  you,  Maggie,  because  of  my relationship with your father. I trusted him with my life and thought I might trust his daughter, if she was anything like him.” 

“So  you  were  in  the  back  room  of  the  shed?  That’s  why  Lulu  went there,”  Maggie  said,  thinking  of  the  entanglements  of  love  that  travel through time and wondering about her own father’s relationship with Holly. 

Mr.  Rigby  nodded,  and  just  as  Maggie  was  going  to  ask  whether  his fossils and tusks were all hidden in the pharmacy, a window at the back of the house flew open. 

Tina shouted, “She’s gone! To save her parrot. Blackmail, it’s all here written down in a letter! I can’t believe it.” She kept frantically pointing at a piece of paper out the window before suddenly disappearing. 

“Tina,  come  down  now!”  Denis  said  in  the  most  authoritative  voice Maggie had ever heard him use. He ran inside. 

“I  told  you,”  Mr.  Rigby  said  harshly,  “Holly’s  in  danger.  He’s  using Lulu  to  blackmail  her  into  telling  him  where  my  share  of  the  fossils  is hidden. Your father, Maggie, helped Holly hide them for me in the cellar of the convenience store and in the shed of the house when he flew them back to Foxton. I was working then, and it would’ve been too heavy for her to manage on her own. As I said, I trusted him with my possessions, but also with Holly. They never had an affair, even if there were rumors because he stayed at our home when I was away until he found his own place. I’m sure of it.” 

An  idea  popped  into  Maggie’s  head.  “Could  Professor  Berns  have known that you had not sold any of your tusks? And where they might still be?” 

“Oh,  yes,  he  would.  He  was  the  one  to  give  his  stamp  of  authenticity and  provenance.  Everything  had  to  go  via  him  before  being  sold…  He’d know that most likely I didn’t sell them. I suspect he ran out of authentic tusks and realized mine must still be in Foxton. It was a matter of finding them.” 

“Do you know if all your tusks and fossils are still there? Nothing was stolen? Not even sold by Holly?” 

“The ones under the shed floor are still there, and in the closet there, but in  the  convenience  store,  I  mean  pharmacy,  I  don’t  know.  I  only  saw  the mess  in  the  storage.  I  couldn’t  reach  the  cellar  from  there,”  Mr.  Rigby replied. 

Maggie wanted to believe him, but the question about why he had lied about having seen Knud Baker’s accident could imply he was in some way working with Professor Berns against Holly, and now that they were on to him,  he  accused  Berns.  A  flash  image  of  Professor  Berns’s  hawk-like profile jolted Maggie. “Professor Berns! He’s got Lulu and got someone to steal her for him, perhaps even his daughter, Cora, or you, Mr. Rigby! You were  partners  at  the  time.  You  could  easily  still  be.  You  travel  the  world under a fake name, so selling fake tusks would be easy for you…” 

“What makes you say Berns stole Lulu?” Adam asked. 

“I saw him at the hospital with a thumb wound that looked exactly like a nasty parrot bite, not a knife cut… His thumb had the imprint of a jagged

beak that held on to his thumb for a while. And the car we just saw, it was him! I’m sure of it now, the silhouette of his hawk nose. Don’t you see? He took Holly—” 

Tina  had  reappeared  with  Denis  and  interrupted  Maggie,  handing  the paper to Adam. “Read this. I’m sure Anton Baker stole the bird and Rigby here wrote the letter, because he knew how his wife feels about her bird.” 

Maggie  craned  her  neck  to  read  over  Adam’s  arm.  This  is  your  last chance to see your dear Lulu alive. Either you reveal the hiding place of all of  them,  including  the  saber-tooth  tiger  tooth.  Or…you’ll  have  a  dead parrot! Look out the window for instructions. Your choice. 

“Tina,  don’t  you  see  the  obvious?  Sam  Rigby  is  here  with  us,  and there’s no bird. He loves Lulu and wouldn’t hurt her, and Holly knows that. 

It’s Professor Berns!” 

“It  doesn’t  let  Mr.  Rigby  off  the  hook.  Given  what  it  did  to  Sergeant Humphries,  only  Mr.  Rigby  could’ve  stolen  the  bird  easily,”  Tina  replied with a little stamp of her foot. 

Adam,  who  had  stayed  in  the  background,  suddenly  towered  over  the group. He took hold of Mr. Rigby by his collar. “Given that I’m the only one around with legal authority as a conservation officer, you, Mr. Rigby, will sit between Maggie and I in her truck. We’re going to see Berns, and you can both explain yourselves. I do hope nothing happened to Holly, for all  your  sakes.”  Adam  weighed  his  last  word  with  his  glacial  eyes  set  on Tina. 

“Sergeant  Humphries  asked  me  to  take  care  of  Holly,”  Tina  said  very quickly. 

“Really, Tina? Off duty and from his hospital bed, and he wasn’t exactly himself from what I witnessed,” Maggie replied equally fast as she headed for her car, leaving Tina behind to rattle along. 

“It’s not my fault the cops didn’t do their job! They must’ve taken the wrong  turn  down  the  road  to  the  other  side  of  the  lake  and  gotten  stuck somewhere without a four-wheel drive.” Tina then shouted louder, “Are you coming, Denis, or what? I don’t want to miss anything!” 

Denis  whispered  as  he  handed  back  the  fossil  tooth  to  Maggie  as discreetly  as  he  could  through  the  car  window,  “You  were  right,  Amy confirmed it. It’s a real piece of a saber-tooth tiger tooth with human blood on it.” He trotted back to his wife, shouting, “Coming, coming.” 

The two cars reached the top of the hill, with still no sign of the police car.  Just  as  Adam  was  about  to  call  Raj,  Maggie’s  phone  rang.  “It’s  Raj. 

Take it, Adam.” 

Frustrated that she couldn’t hear what Raj had to say, especially when her  name  was  mentioned,  Maggie  let  her  own  thoughts  run.  If  only  she could get a sample of Anton’s DNA; then they might be able to tell if the blood on the tooth was from Knud Baker. That would be enough to prove it could be the murder weapon. 

“Maggie,  Maggie!”  Adam  said  louder  and  louder.  “You’ve  missed  the house. Which planet are you on?” 

“Sorry…thinking.”  She  made  a  U-turn  and  followed  Denis  and  Tina down the driveway. “What about Raj?” 

“Did  you  know  that  your  father  met  Anton  Baker  and  offered  to  help him find out what happened to his father because he believed between the two of them they’d have the evidence to prove he was killed?” 

“Not  really…”  She  slammed  on  the  brakes  to  avoid  colliding  with Denis,  who  had  taken  the  correct  turn.  “Yes,  they  must’ve  met  at  the Copenhagen Grand Prix, that’s it. That’s why the flyer was in the trunk, and that’s why Anton had my father’s number in his pocket jacket. He must’ve seen  him  there,  because  Dad  was  very  weird  after  that  trip.  He  was brooding and not his cheerful self.” 

The black SUV was parked alongside the golden Pontiac she had seen at  her  home,  and  so  was  the  electric  bicycle.  To  the  right  of  the  Pontiac, Cora was handing a duffle bag to a young man. 

“Isn’t that Oliver next to Berns’s daughter, Cora?” Maggie asked as the man threw the bag into the Pontiac before diving in himself. Cora walked up to them. 

“Yup, so she’s his girlfriend,” Adam said, lowering his window to speak with her. 

“You’re blocking our exit. Can you back up?” Cora asked aggressively. 

Raj’s  police  car  appeared  in  her  rear-view  mirror,  blocking  the  exit completely. 

Adam said, “Too late. You’ll have to ask the cops now.” 



 









Chapter Twenty-Six







Raj stepped out of his car and asked, “What’s going on here? Tina, Denis, what are you doing here?” 

“I’m  Sergeant  Humphries’s  exclusive  reporter,”  Tina  replied  drily, pulling out her phone, ready to capture any action. 

“No, Tina, no photos. And you won’t report a thing until I say you can,” 

Raj replied, bobbing his head. “Just stay out of the way.” He gestured for them  to  move  aside  as  he  headed  for  Cora.  “Ms.  Berns,  where’s  your father?” 

She  rolled  her  large  eyes  around  as  if  he  were  asking  an  obvious question that didn’t need an answer and shrugged. 

Oliver  put  a  hand  on  her  shoulder.  “Leave  her  alone.  She’s  suffered enough losing her brother.” 

“It’s  him,”  Maggie  said.  “Yes,  now  I’m  sure  of  it.  I  bumped  into  you when you ran out with Lulu. I recognize your nasal voice.” She tried to grab his hand, but he was too quick for her and tucked it into his pocket. 

Cora angrily said, “He never spoke to you…eh… You’re mistaking him for someone else. He works at the pharmacy. That’s where you saw him.” 

“How  do  you  know  he  never  spoke  to  me?  You  were  there,  weren’t you?  Ready  to  pick  him  up  with  the  car,”  Maggie  asked  the  girl,  whose neck  disappeared  into  her  hoodie,  like  a  turtle’s  head  into  its  shell.  “I’ll

prove it. Lulu bit the thief between the thumb and the finger. That’s how she escaped and why you swore, Oliver.” 

Cora said between sobs, “We only did it for Justin. He manipulated us.” 

“Why did you steal the bird?” Raj asked Cora, who was blinking as fast as a hummingbird’s wings flapping. 

“Justin said Ms. Rigby would only tell us where her husband’s big stock of  mammoth  tusks  and  fossils  was  hidden  in  return  for  her  bird,”  she replied, glancing continuously at the house with fear in her eyes. 

The  door  opened,  and  Professor  Berns  stood  in  its  frame.  “What’s  all this about? There you are, Cora. Why do you do this to me, running away like that.” He stepped toward his daughter, attempting to reach her, but Raj stopped him from approaching. 

“Mr. Berns. Where’s Ms. Holly Rigby?” 

Professor Berns gesticulated as if he were standing behind a pulpit, at ease in front of an audience. “Ms. Rigby? I don’t know, why? First my son and  now  my  daughter…  What  did  she  do  to  you?”  He  tried  approaching Cora again, but she turned her back to him. “Why all this crowd?” 

Raj asked once more, “Where’s Ms. Holly Rigby?” 

A  long  silence  was  broken  only  by  the  warning  of  a  red  squirrel, followed by its peeps as it chased another one across the yard. Maggie felt something being pressed into her hand. Anton whispered in her ear, “This is the letter your father sent me after we met in Copenhagen.” 

Maggie  scanned  his  Prussian  blue  eyes  staring  straight  back  at  her before glancing at the letter in her father’s slanted handwriting. It all started to make sense…nearly all. 

Mr.  Rigby  broke  the  silence.  “Come  on,  Berns,  what  did  you  do  to Holly?” 

Professor Berns’s shoulders flung backward as if he had just received a punch to the nose. “I know that voice. You? This time you won’t get away with it.  You  tell them where Holly is, because I don’t know.” 

Adam  said  in  his  deep  voice,  “Well,  that’s  a  start.  At  least  you  know each other.” 

Anton walked up to the pair. “How did you do it? Go on, a reenactment. 

Two  against  one?  I  know  you  killed  my  father!”  He  pushed  his  way  past Tina and Denis to face Mr. Rigby and Professor Berns. 

“I demand an explanation, Constable!” Professor Berns shouted. 

“Maybe  I  can  explain  a  few  things,  and  you  can  fill  in  the  gaps,” 

Maggie said, taking a stance next to Anton. 

Raj  interrupted  the  group.  “Move  aside.  Adam,  watch  those  two.  Ms. 

Holly Rigby better be alive! She’s in that house, I’m sure of it.” 

Maggie thought of Lulu and said, “Wait. Raj, there’s an easy way to find her.” She said to Mr. Rigby, “Call Lulu. She’ll tell us where she is, if she’s in the house, because she’ll be with her.” 

“Unless it’s too late…” Mr. Rigby replied. 

“This is ridiculous.” Professor Berns shook his arm away from Adam, who had secured it with one hand. 

“Nothing  to  lose.  Go  ahead.  I’m  just  behind  you,  so  any  wrong move…” Raj told Mr. Rigby as he followed him through the door with the entire crowd close behind. 

“Luluuuuuu!  Nibbles,  who’s  a  pretty  bird?”  Mr.  Rigby  called  and whistled a tune. 

Maggie raised a hand. “Shh, I hear something next to the staircase.” She thought she had heard the word “nut.” 

Mr. Rigby called again, and sure enough the word “nut,” became more pronounced  until  they  were  all  lined  up  in  front  of  a  door  under  the staircase.  Raj  kicked  it  open.  The  damp  air  of  a  cellar  wafted  into  the entrance, and out flew Lulu. Raj plunged down the stairs, calling out, “Ms. 

Rigby, Holly, are you here?” 

As  soon  as  the  bird  caught  sight  of  Mr.  Rigby,  she  glided  above  the heads and landed on his shoulder. She pressed her head to his ear with loud calls of excitement, “Riggy, Riggy.” 

Raj climbed back up from the cellar with Holly. Mr. Rigby opened his arms wide to embrace her. “Holly, thank goodness you’re alive… It’s all my fault, I’m so sorry.” 

Holly  took  a  step  back,  as  if  she  had  seen  a  ghost.  Professor  Berns pushed Tina into Denis’s arms and went for Mr. Rigby’s neck. “Killing one person wasn’t enough. You had to kill my son too!” 

Adam held him back, together with Raj. 

“No,  he  didn’t,”  Maggie  said,  “at  least  not  your  son.  He  died  after hitting his head on the granite counter. No one hit him. He was running to Oliver’s help, isn’t that right, Cora?” 

A tearful Cora said in a small voice, “That’s true. I saw it through the window. He fell.” 

“Yes,  the  coroner  confirmed  the  fall  onto  the  cabinet  corner,  which resulted  in  a  broken  neck  that  killed  him…  But  why  didn’t  you  tell  the police?” Raj asked, exasperated. 

Cora was silent, now and then throwing glances toward her father while snuggling deeper into Oliver’s arms. 

“Because  she’s  afraid  of  her  father,”  Maggie  said,  daring  to  voice  her speculation. “You saw me check your brother’s pulse and had to check for yourself  that  he  was  dead.  You  were  watching  all  along  through  the window.” 

The girl nodded, with quick glances of fear in the direction of her father. 

“I  was  wondering  why  the  door  was  locked  when  I  returned  with Sergeant Humphries, but you locked it, thinking no one would suspect you might’ve been there too.” 

“Yes,  I  was  too  late.  I  told  you  we  shouldn’t  go  along  with  Justin’s plan.” She drummed on Oliver’s torso. 

Professor Berns boomed, “You don’t deserve me after all I did to rear you  and  your  brother.  You  tried  to  destroy  my  reputation.  Don’t  think  I don’t know your scam. I was on to you. I had my spy too. Yes, my son went as far as to use my name, me, Professor Berns, to authenticate fakes! Can you believe it?” 

Lulu bobbed her head up and down and screamed, “Fake, fake, fake.” 

Maggie held up the letter her father had written to Anton Baker, asking him  whether  his  father  had  kept  any  proof  of  fake  fossils  having  been authenticated  as  real.  “Lulu  just  told  you  the  motive.  ‘Fake’  was  Knud Baker’s last word, according to my father. Your son was just following in his  father’s  footsteps,  or  was  it  a  father-and-son  business?  He  wasn’t  a professor,  but  he  must’ve  learned  enough  under  your  tutelage  to differentiate  real  from  fake  fossils.  He  told  Indira  the  woolly  mammoth tusks  were  fake  and  said  he  could  take  them  if  she  didn’t  want  them knowing that they weren’t worth anything… But you’re the trusted expert, Berns.You  can  authenticate  a  real  fossil,  exchange  it  for  a  fake  once  the authentication is done, and keep the real one for your collection or sell it, depending on the demand. It worked for you very well once you got rid of

Knud  Baker,  because  he  was  the  one  who  uncovered  your  dirty  secret,” 

Maggie said, looking at Anton for support. 

“Yes,  I  realized  something  was  wrong  when  I  gave  my  father’s collection to the museum and one of the pieces that had been authenticated by  Berns  turned  out  to  be  fake.  My  father  had  kept  it  separate  from  the others, and I never understood why until I met your father, Maggie.” 

“Lies,  lies,  I’d  never  do  that.  I  value  real  tusks;  it’s  my  passion.  My son’s another story, though, and now I understand better why my colleague told me they’d found some of my authenticated tusks to be fake. My son did it. Betrayed! I’m betrayed.” 

“Dad,  you  knew  what  Justin  did!  He  died  because  of  you!”  Cora shouted. “I can’t believe I trusted you.” 

“Cora, you don’t know what you’re saying.” 

“You wanted more tusks for your collection. Is that why you broke into Holly’s storage hoping to find Mr. Rigby’s collection?” Maggie said. 

“No  idea  what  you’re  talking  about.  Regarding  Baker,  I’d  question Rigby. Why do you think he disappeared… Proof of guilt!” 

Mr.  Rigby  shouted,  “Liar,  thief!  You  ransacked  the  storage,  but  that’s not where I hid my millions… You’re underestimating me as always. How dare  you  insinuate  I  traded  in  fakes!”  He  attempted  to  jump  at  Professor Berns’s neck but was restrained by Adam. 

“The  past  is  catching  up  with  you,  Rigby,  proof  of  guilt!”  insisted Professor Berns. 

“Proof of guilt?” Raj asked calmly. 

“A murder disguised as an accident,” Maggie said slowly for emphasis. 

“My father wasn’t a witness to the fight, which I think happened, but while Knud Baker was dying, he tried to show my father the weapon with which he  was  stabbed.  And  the  last  word  he  uttered  before  he  died  was  ‘Fake.’

Knud broke it off when he tried to retrieve it from his chest and had kept it in his hand until he could no longer, and it rolled out, falling behind a plane seat. He pointed to it, but my father thought it was a cloth he wanted. It was this!” Maggie brandished the broken canine tooth. “It’s a saber-tooth tiger canine. Isn’t that right, Denis?” 

“Yes,  and  this  one  is  real.  And  I  believe  it  didn’t  break  over  ten thousand  years  ago.  And  it  has  human  blood  on  it.  A  forensics  expert checked it, and the DNA is being analyzed as we speak.” 

Holly  wobbled  on  her  feet  and  stared  at  Mr.  Rigby  with  tears  in  her eyes.  Mr.  Rigby’s  whole  body  was  arched  like  a  bow,  ready  to  shoot  an arrow  at  Professor  Berns  if  only  he  had  one.  There  was  a  heavy  silence broken by Tina, who gave Denis her thunderbolt look. “Is that so, Denis? 

But it looks very blunt to me. How can a man be killed by falling on that? 

Very unlikely to me. Come on, Maggie, not this tooth. Your father was as much of a dreamer as you are.” 

“Constable,  this  is  ridiculous.  Thankfully  there’s  someone  with  sense here.” Professor Berns smiled at Tina and looked at Maggie with the side of his lips curled up in a wicked grin. “That’s the tooth you wanted me to see. 

I gave this tooth to your father as a souvenir, to thank him for helping me. 

It’s indeed a saber-tooth tiger canine.” 

“You’re right, Tina,” Maggie said. “He didn’t fall on it; he was stabbed with force. And this is one of a pair. You can see how sharp they are. If you get the box that’s on my car seat, you’ll see the second one.” 

Holly stepped forward. “Yes, I know it. It’s yours, Sam. You said you and Berns had spotted the broken skull together and each had taken a tooth. 

You  had  gotten  the  intact  tooth,  while  the  other  one  had  the  tip  broken.  I always thought you were responsible somehow for his death....” 

Mr. Rigby appeared stunned. He scratched Lulu’s neck and through his tears he murmured, “I didn’t kill him, Holly. I told you the truth… I arrived too late. And yes, Maggie, because of the way the tooth was broken, it was even  sharper  than  the  intact  tooth.  The  pointy  part  must’ve  stayed  in  his wound. I wish I’d seen Knud had it in his hand. But I was too focused on compressing the wound.” 

Professor Berns boomed, “Nonsense. Utter, utter nonsense. The police proved that no one killed Knud Baker. It was an accident! And he fell on a mammoth bone, not that tooth!” 

“Really? There was no proof, just a witness: you. We just need a sample of Anton Baker’s blood and DNA to prove that the blood on the tooth was his father’s, and your DNA might still be all over it as well. It’s amazing what forensics can find nowadays,” Maggie said, not completely sure that Professor Berns’s DNA would do the trick to break him into admitting guilt. 

“If there’s DNA on it, it will either be your father’s or Rigby’s because he was madly jealous of Baker. You should’ve seen his rage when I gave him the love letter Baker wanted me to hand to Holly discreetly.” 

Holly  looked  bewildered.  “A  love  letter?  But  why?  We  were  never lovers!” 

“It was fake too!” Mr. Rigby exclaimed, furious. “Tell me to my face, Holly, you never had an affair with Knud?” 

“No,” Holly replied, looking distraught, then at Tina, who had returned with Lulu’s treasure box and was inspecting the intact tooth fossil. 

Professor  Berns  took  the  tooth  from  Tina.  He  expanded  his  chest  and broadened his shoulders, his hawk nose changing direction, like a weather vane when the wind blows. “You fell for it, Rigby… I nearly got your share then, but you had flown it out last minute. I never should’ve trusted my son and  daughter  with  my  affairs.  They  didn’t  inherit  my  brilliance  and cunning.  People  can  be  so  gullible  if  you  give  them  what  they  want  to hear.”  He  laughed  very  loud  and  said,  “I  made  one  mistake—I  should’ve killed  you  too,  Rigby.”  He  brandished  the  tooth  with  both  hands  and charged in the direction of Mr. Rigby at high speed. 

Lulu flew straight at Professor Berns’s face, her talons stretched out as she emitted a deafening scream. He curled up like a ball on the ground, his arms around his head to protect himself. “Get the beast off me. She’s going to kill me for real this time!” 

“Maybe I should let her,” Mr. Rigby said, but instead he gently grasped Lulu by the back and soothed her. “You stole my friend’s life, my wife, and now Lulu from me. I didn’t want to believe your father, Maggie. I didn’t see a  reason  for  Berns  to  kill  Knud.  If  Knud  hadn’t  been  killed,  he’d  have exposed  him  as  a  fraud,  and  his  whole  life  as  an  academic  would’ve collapsed.  He  was  a  rising  star  back  then,  the  expert  in  the  field  the authorities consulted to authorize the sale of mammoth tusks. He had access to all the stocks. You were brilliant at fooling everyone, and you could’ve sustained it if you hadn’t been too greedy, Berns. You never should’ve come back for my share. But I fooled you this time. You didn’t expect me back.” 

Raj had cuffed Professor Berns and raised him to his feet, arresting him for the murder of Knud Baker and the theft of Lulu and the tusks, as well as forgery.  As  he  finished  reading  him  his  rights,  Professor  Berns  laughed. 

“This will never hold up in court.” 

“I  wouldn’t  be  so  sure,  Professor  Berns,”  Maggie  announced,  having just looked at a message coming in from Amy. “Interestingly, the DNA of your  son,  Justin,  shows  a  match  for  DNA  found  on  the  tooth,  the  murder

weapon.  No  doubt  your  DNA.  It  so  happens  that  my  friend  Amy Nussenzweig,  who  examined  the  murder  weapon,  works  with  the  coroner examining your son, who provided her a sample for comparison.” 

An  eerie  silence  blanketed  the  room  and  was  broken  by  the  sirens announcing that reinforcements had arrived. Raj instructed his colleagues to take  Professor  Berns  into  custody.  Everyone  retreated  quietly,  as  if  they were  taking  in  what  they  had  witnessed.  Having  handed  over  the  broken tooth,  Maggie  walked  alongside  Anton,  hesitating  how  to  ask  him  if  they could meet again to talk about their fathers’ past. She smiled at the sight of Holly  and  Sam  walking  in  front  of  them,  arm  in  arm,  Lulu  sitting  on  his shoulder. 

Raj gathered everyone outside, and once Professor Berns was sent away in  the  police  car,  he  said,  “What  a  story  and  a  challenging  case.  I  really don’t know how I’d have managed without you all. Thank you.” He winked at Maggie. “And yet it feels easier than having to explain what happened to Sergeant Humphries. Could you give me a hand over dinner? He’ll be out of the hospital tomorrow, and I thought we could please him by all having dinner at The Twin Fish & Chips, my treat.” 

They  agreed  to  reconvene  under  more  cheerful  circumstances  the following  evening.  As  they  drove  to  pick  up  her  dogs  and  check  up  on Arthur, Maggie asked Adam, “What about the poisoning? I can’t see why Holly would poison her reading club members. I think it was by accident.” 

“Maggie, Maggie, was this not enough for today?” 

Maggie  ignored  his  remark  and  said,  “I’ll  ask  Anton  tomorrow  about the honey.” 

“Oh, he’ll be at the dinner too then. I thought Raj only meant the invite for  his  friends.  That  means  Tina  and  Denis  will  be  there  too.”  Adam grinned at her. 

She frowned comically back, and they both laughed. 







 









Chapter Twenty-Seven







There  was  a  small  crowd  gathered  in  front  of  The  Twins  Fish  &  Chips. 

From  a  distance,  Adam’s  distinctive  leather  hat  danced  above  the  other heads. It was a change of venue from Maggie’s usual weekly night out at the  Horizon  Cafe  with  Adam,  Barrie,  Indira,  and  Raj.  This  time  it  was  a much larger group; even Arthur and Bettie had joined in, but to Maggie’s surprise there was still no sign of Brigit. 

The mood was jolly and festive. A garland of golden lights framed the entrance  door,  and  country  music  from  Sergeant  Humphries’s  Needles  in the  Haystack  band  floated  out  the  door  each  time  a  guest  entered.  It  was, after  all,  a  celebration  of  Sergeant  Humphries’s  release  from  hospital, together with the resolution of Raj’s first case as head of the team. 

Even Tina waved at Maggie with an ear-to-ear smile to hurry and join them  as  soon  as  Denis  signaled  Maggie’s  arrival.  That  morning,  Tina’s article on the case had already been posted on the   Daily Stumble  website, together  with  an  interview  with  Sergeant  Humphries.  It  even  had  been picked up by some national papers, with a particular mention of the prowess of investigative journalist Tina Partridge and Sergeant Humphries, without whom the case would never have been solved so quickly. 

Maggie  had  completed  her  own  little  investigation  last  night  after  the eventful day and had just received a confirmation of her suspicions from the tiny herbal medicine shop in British Columbia, where she had traced back

the provenance of the honey. She was eager to ask a few more questions in order to confirm her suspicion and share her insight that evening. 

A beaming Chantal, Sergeant Humphries’s wife, welcomed Maggie with open  arms  and  said  in  her  ear,  “I’m  so  glad  you  could  make  it.  Just  one thing. If you see my Hube eating anything else than the healthy salad he’s allowed, please tell me… It’s for his own good, you know, and despite all his quirks, he’s very precious to me.” 

“Shouldn’t he be at home resting?” Maggie asked. 

“Try  telling  him  that,  but  no,  it  was  his  idea  when  he  heard  Raj  had booked a large table here. My Hube is only happy when he feels part of the action, and besides, he’s really much better since he left the hospital. I don’t know  what  sleeping  drug  they’d  given  him,  but  he  was  acting  very strangely.” She suddenly said in a louder voice, “Hube, there you are. Can you get the drinks, and a sparkling water for you, don’t forget.” 

“Yes, yes, dear. Ahhh, Ms. Flanagan, how nice to see you.” He put his arm  around  her  shoulder  and  dragged  her  into  the  room,  away  from  his wife. 

“You look much better.” Maggie looked up at the pink face beaming at her. “I was worried for you.” 

“No need. We Humphrieses are made out of steel, and a few fries... Let me  get  the  drinks  over  there  on  the  table.  To  celebrate,  we’ve  got  some sparkling wine and soda water for me.” He articulated his last words so that his wife could hear them clearly as she walked past. 

Maggie  followed  him  to  the  round  tall  table,  laden  with  glasses  and bottles.  The  large  head  of  Humphries  Senior,  adorned  with  a  chef’s  hat, popped through the kitchen door and disappeared as fast as it had appeared. 

“I wanted to ask you, Sergeant…” Maggie said. Her reflex was still to call him sergeant, rather than Hubert, and likewise, he never moved away from Ms. Flanagan, even after Maggie insisted he call her by her first name. 

“Did you really eat all the honey in that pot in the hospital?” 

Like  a  deer  alert  for  danger,  the  large  ears  flicking  back  and  forth  to capture any unusual sound, he said, “Shh, good, Chantal’s over here. Yes, I did, and it wasn’t even that nice. Bitter.” 

“Did you feel dizzy after eating it? Do you remember?” 

He stood back, his prominent belly raised, revealing a turquoise cowboy belt buckle. “Yes, why?” 

“Well, I think you ate what they call Mad Honey, and this is also what made the book club members ill to different degrees.” 

“Say again. Mad Honey? What do you mean?” 

“It’s a honey with grayanatoxins in it because the bees harvested their nectar from certain rhododendrons that have that toxin. Some people use it because  they  believe  it  has  medicinal  properties,  others  because  they  like the effect it has. Do you remember, on the table at Ms. Rigby’s, when we found  the  body,  the  pot  of  honey  was  open?  Justin  Berns  might’ve  eaten some of it, which could’ve made him dizzy when he stood up fast to rush to Oliver’s help with the bird. Although I’ve still got doubts, because the toxin might not act so quick—” 

Before Maggie could give him her full story, Sergeant Humphries said, 

“I hear you, one moment.” He clapped his hands and gestured for everyone to  gather  around  the  tall  table.  “I’ve  got  some  breaking  news.  Yes,  even from my hospital bed, I can do my part in solving a mystery, with a little help.” He winked at Maggie, next to him. “But before we tell you, please everyone, help yourselves to a glass.” 

He  picked  one  of  the  sparkling  wines  for  himself  that  Chantal  swiftly replaced  with  a  sparkling  water,  taking  the  wine  for  herself,  and  said, 

“Thank you, dear, this one is for you. To your health!” 

Sergeant Humphries pulled a face when he realized there were no more glasses of bubbly on the table and he was stuck with his sparkling water. He raised his glass nonetheless and said, “A toast to Constable Gupta here, who has done a good job, not without my guidance, of course, but all the same. 

Cheers!” 

Raj bobbed his head as he did when he was unsure or out of shyness at the  attention.  “To  your  health,  Sergeant.  We’re  happy  to  have  you  back! 

And thanks to you and to all my friends here, without whom it would never have been possible, especially Maggie.” He raised his glass. 

“Speaking  of  which,”  Sergeant  Humphries  said,  “we’ve  solved  the mystery  illness  too,  and  what  caused  Justin  Berns  to  fall…honey!”  He looked at Maggie expectantly. 

“Eh—I’m not so sure about Justin Berns; they’d have to check his blood for that. But the batch of honey that Holly distributed around came from a store  in  Victoria,  BC.  Apparently,  it  was  sent  by  mistake  to  Holly  a  few years back. Instead of normal honey, the shop assistant had sent a specialty

honey that wasn’t meant to be sold. It was a batch of what is called ‘mad honey,’ his grandmother, a keen beekeeper, had carefully collected and used for  medicinal  purposes.  She  had  planted  a  selection  of  particular rhododendrons  over  the  years  that  would  have  a  high  concentration  of grayanatoxins.  It  turns  out  eating  this  honey  in  high  quantities  can  give  a high  but  can  also  cause  sudden  blood  pressure  drops  and  the  other symptoms the book club ladies suffered from.” 

“Yes, and I noticed that your mother, Mr. Partridge, had one of the jars by her bedside. I sampled it at the hospital. The taste was very bitter indeed, and  that’s  when  I  suspected  it,”  Sergeant  Humphries  said  with  a  grimace. 

“Likewise, there was an open jar on the kitchen table that was consumed by Justin  Berns  before  he  died.  I’d  be  surprised  if  it  was  mentioned  in  the autopsy. No one thought to look for it… That’s the skill of a sergeant, to tie up  the  loose  ends.  I’m  convinced  Justin  Berns  might  not  have  broken  his neck like that if he hadn’t consumed the honey.” 

A pale-faced Anton said, “That means I’m responsible for his death and all those poor ladies getting ill.” 

“What do you mean? How’s that possible?” Maggie asked. 

“The box of honey was in the pharmacy storage room. I noticed it when I transported your quilts there, Bettie,” Anton said, shaking his head. “I told Holly  it  was  a  pity  to  have  all  this  honey  wasted,  and  I  think  she  really wasn’t aware it was the wrong honey or perhaps forgot about it because she doesn’t  eat  any,  and  neither  do  I.  So  I  suggested  she  could  give  it  to  her book club members…and in the end it killed a man.” 

“It’s  not  your  fault,  Anton.  You  had  no  idea,  and  even  if  you  did, normally no one dies eating this honey. And we don’t know if it had time to produce  an  effect  on  Justin.  He  might’ve  fallen  tripping  on  the  nuts, whether  he  ate  the  honey  or  not.  Isn’t  that  right,  Indira?”  Maggie  asked, hoping for support from her friend. 

“Well, generally no, but—” 

Chantal said, “My Hube ate a pot of it, and he’s still with us. I know, Hube, you can’t hide from me. The nurses spotted the pot. Enough police work: time for relaxation and celebration! The kitchen is ready with the fish and fries special, and it has to be eaten hot. Come, come, take a seat and enjoy!” 

Maggie thought she had managed to position herself so that she might sit  next  to  Anton,  looking  forward  to  discussing  their  past  together,  but Adam took a seat between them and said, “I’m starving, aren’t you? Anton, I  can’t  believe  you  haven’t  been  out  camping  in  the  bush  around  here.  I know some good spots.” 

“Yes, actually I’m more into cars, classic cars and even planes, that sort of stuff—” Anton said. 

“Planes? I fly my father’s plane. Would you like to go for a sight-seeing flight?  The  spring  forest  colors  rival  the  fiery  autumn  ones,  with  more lemony and pink hues, candy-like colors,” Maggie said, leaning forward so that she could see Anton, Adam’s large body in between. 

“Good,  but  you  can’t  live  in  Foxton  without  having  had  a  true  bush experience. I’ll show you around,” Adam said, gulping down the remainder of his wine before refilling his glass to the brim. 

“What  about  Brigit?  You  won’t  have  time  to  go  into  the  bush  if  she’s around,” Maggie said, wondering why Adam was drinking much faster than usual. 

“She wants a break in the relationship…so I’m free to do as I please.” 

They  fell  silent  at  the  sight  of  a  conveyor  belt  of  hands  distributing piping-hot  plates  laden  with  golden  fries  and  fish  around  the  table.  Poor Sergeant  Humphries ,  thought  Maggie.  The  entire  group  looked  up  as  he moaned  when  his  plate  arrived,  a  steamed  trout  nestled  among  colorful salad leaves, but not a single golden French fry…
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