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      “The crimes featured in The Best Laid Plans range from poisonings to bank robberies to contract killings, and the settings are both varied and fascinating: ski resorts, nursing homes, subway stations, the mountains of West Virginia, the plains of Oklahoma. I loved this book!” — John M. Floyd, Edgar nominee and three-time Derringer Award winner

      

      “An entertaining collection of tales that deliver in all aspects. Much like buying a lottery ticket, these characters are dreaming up ways to permanently solve problems.”—Kevin Tipple, Kevin’s Corner

      

      “Sometimes the best laid plans just don’t go quite as expected. And sometimes, they go exactly as hoped for. A dazzling collection of twenty-one short tales of mayhem, leaving both the reader and the corpses breathless. A five-star read that you will never forget.”—Kate Thornton, Derringer-nominated short story author

      

      “Even the best laid plans can go awry, and with these well-thought out mysteries and ‘I didn’t see that coming!’ short stories, you get to enjoy it twenty-one times. Different styles, different settings, different murderous intentions, but all are entertaining, intriguing, and just plain fun.”—Kathleen Costa, Kings River Life Magazine 

      

      “Delicious! That word best describes the yummy bites of well written, crafty crime stories. Murder for hire, money, sibling rivalry, envy, infidelity. Murder of the wrong person. Killer acting and get-rich schemes…the clever twists are endless.  A feast of delicious short bites that adds up to a very satisfying literary meal.”—Catherine Astolfo, bestselling author and two-time winner of the Arthur Ellis Award for Best Crime Short Story
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        In the realm of ideas everything depends on enthusiasm...in the real world all rests on perseverance.
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      The year was 2003. My position at a high-end office furniture manufacturer had been eliminated during a massive company downsizing and restructuring. I faced a future of looking for another job in the corporate world or finally following my dream of becoming a writer.

      Common sense dictated the former. I had twenty-plus years of business experience, primarily in management roles, and always in finance. My writing credits, on the other hand, included a few unsold short stories crafted in creative writing workshops, and exactly one acceptance: a column in Antiques & Collectibles Showcase about my husband’s collection of antique clocks, for which I was paid $75 and three copies of the magazine.

      Payment for that article arrived on the very day I’d been given my pink slip. Some might have found it ironic, laughable, even. I viewed it as an omen. I informed my husband, Mike, that I was going to become a full-time writer. And then I set about forming a plan to succeed. Because while I knew that, as a writer, rejection was assuredly going to be part of my future, failure wasn’t an option.

      Fast forward to 2012. I’d managed to carve out a successful second career as a freelance journalist and magazine editor. And yet, something was missing.

      I found the answer at Bloody Words, a now defunct mystery conference held in Toronto in June 2012. I went as a reader and a fan, and left knowing that I wanted to write a novel. I already had a world created for it, based on a short story written in yet another creative writing class. How hard could it be?

      Plenty hard, as it turned out. But I persevered and in 2013, after a dozen drafts and several hundred hours, I was ready to start the submission process for The Hanged Man’s Noose. I thought a decade of publication credits would smooth the way.

      They didn’t.

      I took comfort from an article about Kathryn Stockett, bestselling author of The Help (if you haven’t read it, you must). Stockett, you see, had faced sixty rejections over three and a half years. And still she didn’t give up. Turned out sixty-one was her magic number.

      It turned out 2014 was my magic year. In July, I signed a contract with Barking Rain Press for Noose. By November, I’d had two short stories published in two different anthologies, World Enough & Crime and The Whole She-Bang 2.

      My writing journey hasn’t always been easy, but even in my darkest hours it’s never felt like work. And I never could have or would have done any of it if I hadn’t taken a chance back in 2003.

      And so now I’m taking another leap of faith. First, by setting up my own imprint, Superior Shores Press, in February 2018, and then by deciding to publish a multi-author collection of short mystery stories.

      I’ll admit that I was nervous. What if no one responded to my call for submissions?

      I need not have worried. In all, seventy-one submissions were received. Countries represented included the U.S., Canada, England, Norway, Italy, Australia, and Argentina.

      Reading seventy-one stories with a view to accepting twenty (I planned to include one story penned by me) was far more difficult than I’d anticipated, but after two weeks and multiple reads I came up with a long list of about thirty-five. Culling those down to the final twenty took another two weeks, and many more reads.

      The stories within this collection are faithful to the underlying theme of the best-laid plans, albeit in very different ways as interpreted by twenty-one very different authors. There’s crime and criminals, history, humor, and humility, scheming and skullduggery, danger, detectives, and deception. In short, everything you might expect to find in an anthology of mystery and suspense, and, hopefully, more than a few twists and turns you weren’t.

      And now, welcome to what I hope will be the first of several anthologies published under the Superior Shores Press umbrella.

      The best laid plans and all of that.

      

      
        
        Judy Penz Sheluk
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      KM Rockwood draws on a diverse background for her stories, including working as a laborer in a steel fabrication factory and supervising an inmate work crew in a large state prison. Since she retired from working as a special education teacher in correctional facilities, inner city schools, and alternative schools, she has devoted her time to writing and caring for her family and pets. Her published works include the Jesse Damon Crime Novel series (Wildside Press) and numerous short stories. KM is a member of Sisters in Crime National, Chesapeake, and Guppy Chapters. Find her at kmrockwood.com.
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          KM Rockwood

        

      

    

    
      Penelope Regenwold paused to take a deep breath before she pushed open the swinging door to the expansive kitchen in her recently purchased McMansion. If the builder offered an upgrade, her kitchen had it.

      To her dismay, the new address didn’t come with an automatic entrée to the social elite of the community. In fact, she’d overheard Mrs. Van der Horne label both her and her house nouveau riche.

      She immediately volunteered to host the annual gala for the Ladies’ Society in her new house. She would create a memorable occasion, and they, in turn, would accept her into their fold.

      When people looked doubtful, she added that the Regenwolds would absorb all expenses. Matthew, her husband, was not pleased, but faced with her tears, he acquiesced. She, in turn, promised to be as frugal as possible with the affair.

      In an attempt to hold down the costs of hiring help, she acquired Suzie. Suzie was a very convincing humanoid robot, a Support Unit-Zed series, purchased secondhand from the bankruptcy liquidation sale of a failed food processing plant.

      At the time, Suzie seemed like perfect household help. The only costs were the purchase price and an occasional new battery pack. The robot never complained or asked for time off. Penelope figured she could be used for both food preparation and as a server. But Suzie quickly revealed herself to be very literal and lacking in social graces. In fact, she could be quite rude. Penelope had found that while programing updates were available from the manufacturer, they would not be available for installation in time for the gala. She contacted a temporary agency to supply several waitresses.

      Suzie should have had preparations well underway, but somehow, despite her efficiency, Suzie often managed to get things wrong. What would Penelope find in the kitchen?

      She took another deep breath and pushed the door open. And sneezed.

      Boxes. Boxes cluttering the counters. Boxes stacked on the floor. She felt her throat closing and addressed her robot. “What is all this?”

      Suzie turned a bland face to her.

      Before she hosted another affair, Penelope would definitely purchase the hospitality and advanced communication apps and have them installed.

      Suzie surveyed the cluttered kitchen. “Boxes.”

      Penelope closed her eyes and counted to ten. “I see that they are boxes. Boxes of what?”

      “Feathers.”

      Feathers? Sure enough, the boxes all bore a logo with the name, “Feathers Galore!” The exclamation point was in the shape of an ostrich plume.

      Penelope sneezed again. She was allergic to feathers. “And why do we have boxes of feathers?”

      Suzie swiveled her head from the boxes to Penelope. She had a very disconcerting way of looking right through Penelope with those expressionless acrylic eyes. Although Penelope knew quite well she was dealing with a piece of machinery, and not a person, sometimes she found it hard to keep that in mind.

      “Well?” she prompted.

      Suzie hummed softly. She was scanning her files for the correct response. “For the cock tails,” she finally said.

      “Cocktails?”

      Penelope was startled to hear her own voice emanate from the robot. “We’ll need cocktails for the party.” It took her a few seconds to realize that she was listening to some of the instructions she’d given Suzie. “Figure a minimum of five cocktails per guest, and two hundred guests.”

      She hadn’t realized that Suzie had the capacity to record and play back messages. The thought was disconcerting. “I thought we decided on frozen daiquiris.”

      “Yes,” Suzie said. “Frozen daiquiris. Lime, strawberry, melon. To be made just before 8:00 p.m, when the guests arrive.”

      “So what’s with the feathers?”

      “For the cock tails.”

      “Feathers for the daiquiris?”

      Suzie hummed. “I can find no recipes in my archives for daiquiris that include feathers. I will connect to the internet…”

      “Don’t bother.” All this made Penelope’s head spin. “Please explain. Why feathers?”

      “I ordered enough peacock feathers to make two thousand tails for the party. I anticipate having them assembled in approximately seventy-two minutes.”

      Penelope sighed. Suzie was thinking—if thinking was the right word—of tails made from peacock feathers. Cock tails. An entirely separate project from the daiquiris.

      Suzie had been listed as an “all-purpose” assistant, handling assembly tasks as well as office duties, plus maintenance. She was really quite good at ordering and receiving. Not to mention housecleaning. Those additional apps for hospitality and communication would really have to be installed as soon as possible. “Cancel the peacock tails.”

      Suzie made the humming noise, checking and adjusting internal files. “Cock tail assembly cancelled.”

      “We have to return all these feathers to wherever you got them.”

      Another humming noise. “Arrange return of feathers to supplier.”

      “But not now.” Penelope glanced at her diamond watch. “The party is in a few hours. We need to move these boxes out of the kitchen so we have room to work.”

      “Move boxes.” Suzie picked up a stack of three from the floor. “Move them to the warehouse?”

      “We don’t have a warehouse. Follow me.” Penelope led the way down the hall and flung open the door to the five-car garage.

      Three of the bays were filled with cars. Penelope’s own BMW, the family Escalade and Matthew’s current project, an antique Austin-Healey. He had left his tools and supplies spread across the floor.

      Penelope didn’t understand why Matthew insisted upon spending so much of his time on such a blue-collar hobby. He should be learning to play golf and hobnobbing with his new neighbors, mostly politicians and executives. But he was never happier than when he had his head under the hood of an old car, a tool in his hands and grease up to his elbows.

      After much nagging on her part, Matthew nearly always responded appropriately to questions about his livelihood with references to the financial services agency he owned and operated. He’d stopped telling everyone all the seedy details of his bail bond and repo company. A very successful bail bond and repo company. But still…

      But now was not the time to worry about that. Just so long as Matthew didn’t show up for the party with the grease under his fingernails. Or handcuffs peeking out of his back pocket.

      “Pick these things up first,” Penelope said to Suzie. “Put them over there.” She pointed to shelves along the back wall where tools and unidentifiable spare parts competed for space with gallons of antifreeze and windshield cleaner, containers of oil and other fluids.

      Suzie put the boxes down and began gathering the items on the floor.

      Penelope was a bit reluctant to leave the robot unsupervised. Who knew what she might get up to? But she did need to check on the main rooms of the house before the cleaning and setup crew left.

      The house looked magnificent. Flower arrangements: check. Additional rented seating: check. Fancy paper guest towels in all the bathrooms, as well as small scented candles waiting to be lit. Check.

      A faint odor, unidentifiable but somewhat funky, wafted through the rooms. A damp smell, almost fishy. Was there water in the basement after all the recent rain? That shouldn’t happen in a new house like this. The smell was not exactly unpleasant, but not desirable either. Penelope took additional candles, placing them around the rooms. When they were lit, they should mask the smell. She could have Matthew check out the basement later.

      Going back to the kitchen, she saw that Suzie had removed all the boxes and was now lining up ice buckets. Next to the buckets were ice cube trays, filled with water.

      Horrified, Penelope asked, “Didn’t we get enough ice?”

      “I will make it.” Suzie touched a finger to the water in one of the trays. Instantly the contents froze.

      Penelope had no idea Suzie could do that, but she supposed it made sense that a food processing company would appreciate an ability to fast freeze things.

      “Are the hors d’oeuvres ready?”

      “As ordered.”

      “Have you finished the miniature quiches?”

      Suzie hummed. “Six hundred ready for delivery.”

      “How about the dates wrapped with bacon?”

      “Six hundred ready for delivery.”

      Well, at least Suzie’s food assembly app seemed to be working fine, Penelope thought. “What else?”

      “Twenty-five pounds of shrimp, ready for delivery. Six hundred crostini. Two hundred blini topped with caviar. Two hundred…”

      “How long did all that take?” Penelope asked.

      Suzie hummed. “Six hours scheduled for hors d’oeuvres production.”

      “When did you do it?”

      “From two a.m. until eight a.m. this morning.”

      Of course, needing no sleep, Suzie would work through the night and early morning hours. “And you got all that done in six hours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Preparing the exact quantity of each that I asked for?”

      “Except for the mini-bagels with cream cheese and lox.”

      “Oh?” Penelope blinked as Suzie’s expressionless eyes stared through hers. Just a machine, she reminded herself. “What happened? Were you not able to get genuine lox?”

      “Oh, no. I purchased the finest quality cold-cured sockeye lox. $75 per pound.”

      Penelope winced. Although she had told herself, and Suzie, don’t skimp on quality, that was a lot to spend, even for lox. “So what was the problem?”

      “I was not provided with a specific number of units to assemble.”

      Well, mini-bagels weren’t one of the main features. It didn’t matter if they didn’t have many of them, or any at all. “Did you get any of them made?” Penelope asked.

      “Yes. I assembled mini-bagels with cream cheese and lox during the scheduled time remaining after the hors d’oeuvres with specific quantities were finished.”

      “And how many did you get made?”

      “Forty-nine thousand six hundred nineteen.”

      Penelope had to sit down. How many pounds of outrageously expensive lox went into that?

      “And where,” she asked, “did you store them?”

      “In the basement.”

      “But the basement isn’t refrigerated…”

      Suzie hummed. “Violation of food storage regulations. Subject to penalty.”

      “But you put them there anyhow?”

      “Default setting: override compliance with health department regulations. Temperature and sanitary conditions meet minimum practical standards. Possible consequences: citation by health department inspectors.”

      Penelope suspected a basement full of smoked salmon canapes accounted for the funky smell she’d noticed earlier. “I’m going to get dressed. What are you going to be doing?”

      “Prepare ten gallons of simple syrup.”

      “Do you know how to make simple syrup?”

      Suzie hummed. “Seeking recipe.”

      “Equal parts sugar and water. Heat until the sugar dissolves, stirring constantly. Can you do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know what to do after that?”

      “Finish making frozen daiquiris. Lime, melon and strawberry.” Suzie indicated a trio of large bowls on the counter. One was filled with slices of lime, one with strawberries, and one with chunks of cantaloupe melon.

      The melon chunks looked strange, the usual orange color mixed with striped beige. Penelope looked closer. Each piece of melon had rind attached. Seeds floated on top.

      “The melons need to be peeled, and the seeds removed,” she said.

      “Peel melons and remove seeds,” Suzie repeated.

      “Yes.” Penelope sighed. “Do you know how to make daiquiris?”

      “Of course. Lime juice, rum, ice, simple syrup. Slice of lime for lime. Add crushed strawberries for strawberry, crushed melon for melon.”

      Suzie hummed. Penelope wondered if this meant the robot was reviewing the instructions. All she could do at this point was hope.

      After she was dressed, Penelope lit all the candles. She was right; the funky salmon odor did recede, replaced by a somewhat nauseating sweet smell. She checked to make sure the servers had all arrived and were presentable, and satisfied, headed back into the kitchen.

      Suzie stood idle in the center of the room.

      Every inch of counter and table space was now covered with trays filled with glasses, precariously stacked ten high. Penelope closed her eyes. She should have realized that Suzie would make all thousand daiquiris at once.

      The glasses were grouped by color. Clear, pink and light orange. But the contents looked strange. Penelope peered at one, then picked it up.

      The daiquiris were frozen solid.

      “Suzie!”

      The robot sprang to life. “Yes?”

      “What are these?”

      “Frozen daiquiris.”

      “But they’re frozen solid!”

      “Yes.”

      “They’re supposed to be slushy!”

      “Slushy?”

      The doorbell rang. Penelope could hear one of the servers opening the front door. “Yes, slushy. Not frozen solid. How could anybody drink these?” She looked desperately at the stacks of filled glasses. “Do you think you can make them slushy?”

      “Probably.” Suzie hummed. “Yes.”

      “Then please do so. I need to greet my guests.”

      People tumbled in. Matthew, with his hair slicked back and actually looking presentable in his tuxedo, smiled and greeted the arrivals.

      Penelope was relieved to see the daiquiris on the trays that the servers passed around were appropriately slushy. She took one herself and swirled it gently in the glass, but she was too nervous to drink it.

      As she circulated and made small talk with the guests, Penelope noticed that some of them looked a tad unwell. A few sat down abruptly.

      Mrs. Van der Horne returned an empty glass to a tray and took another melon daiquiri. She frowned, put her hand to her throat, and downed the new drink in one gulp. Then she staggered a few feet, retched, and collapsed. She knocked over a side table. The burning candle which had been perched on it rolled across the floor.

      Penelope dashed over, prepared to stomp out the flame, but it went out as the candle rolled across the carpet.

      Several of the guests were now swaying unstably on their feet, some vomiting. Penelope looked on in horror as more succumbed. The only ones left standing besides herself were Chief Inspector Reylander, a reformed alcoholic and therefore did not drink, and two of the servers.

      She dashed into the kitchen.

      Suzie was melting frozen daiquiris and emptying them into a large pitcher.

      On the counter next to her, the daiquiris appeared to be of the proper slushy consistency.

      “The guests are all vomiting and collapsing,” Penelope said, in full panic mode. “What could be happening?”

      “Probably the ethylene glycol,” Suzie said, continuing to empty glasses into the pitcher.

      Penelope lifted one of the properly slushy glasses to her nose. It smelled fine. She touched her tongue to the contents. It tasted fine. “What’s ethylene…whatever you said?”

      “Ethylene glycol?” Susie kept at her task.

      “Yes.”

      “Antifreeze.” Suzie gestured at a large jug on the floor by her feet. “Makes the daiquiris slushy, not frozen.”

      “Antifreeze! Isn’t antifreeze poisonous?”

      “Toxic?” Suzie asked. “Yes. It’s sweet, so it doesn’t affect flavor. And it makes the frozen daiquiris properly slushy.”

      “You put toxic antifreeze in the daiquiris?”

      “Yes.”

      “But that’ll make people sick!”

      Suzie hummed. “Adulteration or contamination of food products. Violation of food safety standards. Subject to penalty.”

      “You knew that? And you used it anyhow?”

      “Default setting: override compliance with food adulteration or contamination regulations. Does not meet safety standards. Possible consequences: consumption may be lethal. Citation by health department inspectors. Criminal investigation and prosecution for manslaughter probable.”

      Wisps of smoke curled under the kitchen door.

      Penelope opened the kitchen door and peered out.

      The odor of smoke and vomit mingled to drown out both the candles and the salmon. Flames danced and flickered at several locations, licking up at the curtains and furnishings.

      Some people writhed on the floor. Others lay still.

      This party was going to be a memorable occasion all right, just not in the way Penelope had hoped.
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      Susan Daly has found her niche in the world of short crime fiction, where she fights for justice and rids the world of deserving victims. Her stories pop up in a surprising number of anthologies. Her story “A Death at the Parsonage” won the 2017 Arthur Ellis Award for best short story from Crime Writers of Canada. A member of Sisters in Crime National, Toronto, and Guppy Chapters, Susan lives in Toronto, a short commute from her superlative grandkids. Find her at susandaly.com.
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      Toronto

      October 1964

      “Lot 5, Spring Morning in Ste.- Rose by Anne Savage.”

      Imogen sat near the back of the audience as the auctioneer went into the details of the painting on offer. It was safe to tune him out, since Spirit River Dam was Lot 68. She avoided glancing at Bryan in the next seat. It was hard enough to maintain her equilibrium.

      Spirit River Dam was going to make them both a tidy little fortune. Cormack Fine Art Auction House was the most prestigious in Canada, and they handled only the finest paintings.

      Six weeks ago, she hadn’t known of the painting’s existence. Nor had virtually anyone else.
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      “There’s a man here with a painting.”

      Imogen looked up from her desk in her private office to where her assistant, Linda, stood in the doorway.

      “There’s always a man with a painting. A family heirloom, no doubt?”

      “Actually, this one might be worth looking at.”

      “Might it?” Really, Linda should know better. Just because the prestigious Pemberton Gallery had an entrance right off Queen Street, hopeful hawkers assumed they could simply drop in, as though this were a high-end pawn shop. As if any dusty old canvas-and-oil combination with a good story—Grandpa accepted it from some starving artist instead of payment for delivering the baby—should bring big money.

      Linda persisted. “It could be a Thomson.”

      These damned art history graduates. So full of their own expertise.

      She only hired them because they were willing to work for peanuts, happily performing the most menial tasks, all the while believing they were on the first step of a serious career in the art world. As if most of them didn’t wind up in retail. Or in the suburbs with babies.

      “They’re always Thomsons.” She didn’t trouble to hide her annoyance. “Thomsons or Jacksons. And I suppose it’s been in his family for generations with no one the wiser?”

      “Yes, exactly.” Linda’s face took on a look of irritation, where most of her predecessors would have been cowed. “You could at least take a look at it.”

      “Oh, all right.” But before Imogen could do more than push back her chair to stand up, a familiar figure appeared in the doorway behind Linda. “Oh, God, I should have guessed.”

      “Hey Immy,” her ex-husband, Bryan, said. “Wait till you see what I’ve got.”
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      Imogen allowed Linda and Bryan to drag her into the appraisal room, where the occasional painting had, in fact, been identified as Art. Most came to nothing.

      The painting lay face up on the table, surrounded by a nest of brown paper and string. A small work, oil on board, perhaps seven inches by ten, in a dark, shabby frame.

      “Thank you, Linda. You’d better go back and keep an eye on the front of the gallery.”

      Linda left, oozing resentment. They both knew the other assistant was out there.
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      Imogen stepped up to the table and took a look. A long look. In spite of herself, she began to feel the keen energy that had flowed from both her assistant and her former husband.

      The painting depicted a dam on a river, surrounded by the trees of late autumn. The center part of the dam consisted of four tall posts rising above the concrete base spanning the river, supporting a crossbeam.

      She felt the kind of tingle in her chest that couldn’t be ascribed to paint analysis or provenance or a solid signature in the corner. She just felt it to the depths of her art expert bones.

      It was a Tom Thomson.

      Not from the signature (there wasn’t one). Not because it looked liked his style (though it did) or contained his subject matter (it did that as well). Nor from the brushstrokes or the colors or the board it was painted on (though they ticked all the boxes, too).

      She just knew.

      A painting by one of Canada’s most revered and groundbreaking painters of the early twentieth century, a man whose innovation had been the basis for an entirely new school of Canadian art. His iconic West Wind hung in the hallway of every public school in Ontario.

      And, not incidentally, an artist whose works fetched ever-escalating prices with each passing year since his death.

      Imogen’s fingers were itching to turn it over, take it out of its narrow vintage frame (that ticked the right box too), and see what was on the back of the board. But first...

      “Where did you get this, Bryan?”

      Enthusiasm glowed in his rather sweet (she had to admit) round face. He still reminded her of a teddy bear. An excited one, at the moment. “My Aunt Peggy. It was hanging in her dining room as far back as I can remember.”

      “Really? I never noticed it.” But would she have? In the six years of their ill-fated marriage, had they ever had dinner at his aunt’s house? She couldn’t visualize the dining room of the 1930s bungalow.

      “How did it come into your family?”

      “She always owned it. Or Uncle Bert, I guess. It was the family joke. ‘Oh, I see you’re admiring Bert’s Tom Thomson.’ But no one ever thought it actually was a Thomson. Certainly not Aunt Peggy.”

      “And you’re the one who inherited it? I mean, were you specifically named in the will as the recipient of this painting?” Tracing the legal ownership was as important as the provenance itself. Imogen was trying to remain calm, not get too excited. It might still have been a case of, “Oh, take anything you like, dear...” over the heads of legally deserving cousins.

      “Yup, once removed. Aunt Peggy and Uncle Bert were married in 1911, but never had any kids. He died in 1938. My aunt died about ten years ago and left everything to my mom. When Mom died, it all came to me.”

      Imogen nodded. She’d last seen Bryan a year ago at his mother’s funeral.

      Okay, the ownership sounded secure. She’d still have to confirm it through the legal channels because, frankly, Bryan could spin a good story, as she knew all too well.

      “So what made you decide it might be a Tom Thomson, instead of the old family joke?”

      “I just couldn’t get over the idea that if people joke about something enough, maybe it really has some basis. We all knew Uncle Bert was an amateur painter. He hung out with some of those Group of Seven painters in Algonquin Park around the time of the First World War.”

      “Did he?” The provenance was beginning to take hazy shape.

      “He did a whole bunch of paintings when he was up north, starting around 1914. Every one of them was, well, derivative of the artists he met up there. Varley. Jackson. Lismer. My aunt had a lot of them hanging around the house, including this one. She always assumed it was another stab at trying to emulate these guys, but it was the only Thomson-inspired painting he had.”

      “Are his paintings any good?”

      “Not even close,” Bryan said. “He made an effort to learn from them all, but it was clear he could never quit his day job as an actuary.”
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      Armed with good lighting, the right tools, and a camera, Imogen set to work. She’d prefer not to have Bryan watching her every move, but she couldn’t very well banish him from the room since he owned the painting. Maybe.

      After taking pictures of it front and back, she laid the painting face down on the cloth-covered work surface and examined the back. It had been sealed with thin brown paper, stuck to the back of the frame all around. No hint of any identifying marks there, no dealer’s sticker or any writing. Any chance of helpful notes would be underneath, on the back of the board itself.

      With infinite caution, Imogen eased the paper away from the frame with a thin, flexible knife, and found that most of it came away eagerly, the glue having dried up perhaps half a century ago.

      Bryan leaned in close as she slid away the fragile paper.

      The back of the board was almost as innocent of marks as the paper. Only some faint writing in pencil. Printing, actually. Just a few words, and...was that a date?

      “What does that say?” Bryan asked, peering even closer.

      “Quit breathing down my neck.” She took the camera and aimed it carefully to capture the information on the board, taking shots from all angles.

      As she put down the camera, Bryan picked up the picture and examined it under the light.

      “Spit... no, Spirit something. Maybe river?” he said.

      Imogen squinted at the printing and tried again.

      “What’s that third word?” Bryan asked. “D...?”

      “Damn,” Imogen murmured, as all the discovery energy flowed out of her.

      “That’s it, Dam. ‘Spirit River Dam.’ It’s up in Algonquin Park. That makes sense. Tom Thomson’s regular painting grounds, right?”

      “No, damn. With an N. As in, damn it all. Look at the date.”

      Bryan looked at her, then at the date. 1920.

      “It’s not a Tom Thomson.”
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      “Lot 29, Kayaks on the Gull River by Ethel Curry.”

      Even Bryan knew Tom Thomson had died in 1917. Nearly fifty years later, the legend of his dramatic and so-called mysterious death lived on.

      The letdown at seeing the date still gnawed at her, though she should have known better. But now, Plan B was in full swing.
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      Back in her office, they dealt with the disappointment over a bottle of Northern Spirit Rye that Imogen kept handy, though usually for celebrations.

      Spirit River Dam mocked them from the top of her bookcase.

      “You know, that painting really had me going for about five minutes,” she said, holding up the glass and gazing at the river and the dam through the dark golden liquid. “It sure looked like the real thing.”

      Bryan nodded, and drained his glass. He refilled it. If she’d always thought he had the look of a teddy bear about him, now he looked like a teddy bear that hadn’t been invited to the picnic.

      “The history supports it,” he said. “The style supports it, the subject matter—”

      “I know all that, Bryan. Everything falls into place. I’ll bet if I took it to a professional appraiser, they’d find even the paint had the right chemical composition. After all, if those guys went out on expeditions together, they might have got their supplies from the same place.”

      “Or shared them.” He heaved a sigh. “It’s just that date.”

      Imogen said nothing as a handful of ideas and consequences chased around in her brain.

      “It is only in pencil,” Bryan mused. “I’ll bet it would be easy to change it. Except that would be fraud.”

      “Absolutely it would be fraud.” Imogen paused. “If it were changed to, say, 1915. However....”

      Bryan looked up, his bushy eyebrows raised.

      “If the date weren’t there....” She tried the idea on for size. “If it somehow went missing....”

      It might be doable, with the right kind of eraser.

      Bryan’s eyes narrowed. “Seriously?”

      “Without any date, who’s to say when it was painted?” Imogen felt a new thrill stirring inside her. “It has the look and feel of Thomson all over it. We just take it for a proper analysis. We’re not saying it’s a Thomson, we’re just letting the experts have a look at it, make their decision.”

      “You think it we could pull it off?” Hope and doubt mixed in Bryan’s voice.

      “What we need is your family history. What have you got in the way of family papers? Letters? Pictures? Proof your uncle hung around with Tom Thomson?”

      “Yeah, for sure. You should see the boxes I’ve taken out of my mom’s house. And some of them came from Aunt Peggy’s basement too. There’s got to be something there.”
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      “Okay, what’s the worse that can happen?” It had been Bryan’s mantra for the past few days.

      “You tell me.” Imogen was examining the back of the painting for the umpteenth time.

      “They notice the date was erased.”

      Imogen shrugged. She’d done a good job. There wasn’t a hint that a date, or anything, had been written there. “If they do—and they won’t—they might figure out someone removed something. Perhaps they might even see it said 1920. But there’s nothing to indicate I—we— did it. Your aunt could have removed it forty years ago.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Okay, let’s see these papers.” Imogen put the painting on the sideboard, and between them they began to dig into the carton Bryan had brought: Aunt Peggy’s papers as they related to Uncle Bert’s early life as a would-be artist.

      Most of it was of no consequence. Various notebooks and documents relating to Uncle Bert’s life as an actuary. A pamphlet titled Whole Life vs. Term Life. A book of death and morbidity tables from 1935.

      It was Bryan who found the postcard. A tinted photo image of a lake and a lodge. A one-cent King George V stamp with “war tax” overprinted on it.

      Mowat Lodge, 12 May, 1916

      Dear Peggy, Feeling much better. All this fresh air. I’ve been meeting up again with some of those painter fellows we met before the war. They sure are generous with their time and showing me their techniques. You’ll be pleased to see my paintings when I get back. Look forward to seeing you next week. Your ever-loving Bert.

      “Hey, this is gold,” Bryan said. “Puts him right on the spot, at the right time, with the right people. He could easily have bought the painting, or got it as a gift.”

      “1916, eh? He wasn’t in the War?”

      “He was. According to Aunt Peggy, he got caught in one of the first gas attacks. Not too bad, but it was the end of the war for him. That’s why he went back up to Algonquin, for some fresh air and rehabilitation. It was after the War that he settled down to his job at an insurance company.”

      They found a few photos, mostly cracked and faded and unlabeled. The gem, however, was a snapshot of five men in outdoor clothes standing on what looked like the verandah of a lodge, holding a string of fish. The names were written across the bottom, “Fred, Tom, Pete, me, Jack.”

      Bryan tapped his finger on “me.” “That’s Uncle Bert.”

      “Tom” was recognizably Tom Thomson.

      “The photo itself is probably worth something,” Imogen remarked. She pulled some more ephemera from the old carton.

      “Whoa...I don’t like this,” Bryan said. He was gazing at a piece of drawing paper. It looked like it had been torn from a sketchpad. He handed it to her.

      A sketch of a long, wide dam, looking very much like the one in the painting. The same four upright posts at the center. And in neat, square lettering the label Spirit River Dam 1920. Different handwriting from what was on the back of the painting.

      “We lose this for sure.” Imogen said. Locked away somewhere safe.

      “Um, Immy...” Bryan looked troubled again. “Is there any chance that dam wasn’t even built until 1920?”

      Imogen felt a shiver in her brain. Oh damn...
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      “Lot 57, Percé Rock, Late Afternoon by Doris McCarthy.”

      What could possibly go wrong?

      She’d heard that line too many times in movies. Just before the worst possible thing went wrong.

      Nothing. Nothing would go wrong.

      Not even the history of the dam itself. Prompted by Bryan’s question, she’d contacted an acquaintance at the Department of Lands and Forests. He’d looked into archives and old maps, and easily determined that the dam had been built in 1905.

      So. That river crossed.

      They’d covered all the bases. The provenance, Uncle Bert’s history, Bryan’s ownership. Even one of the oils, Freeman’s White, had been identified. A paint not popular with the other artists in his coterie, but used by Tom Thomson. (Though, as Bryan had unhelpfully pointed out, possibly loaned to an amateur painter eager to learn.)

      Capping all that, Arthur Tyler had decreed it to be genuine. If one of the most respected art appraisers in Canada had given it his stamp of approval, then surely it was all clear sailing.

      Nonetheless, her palms were growing sweaty. Well, whose palms wouldn’t, considering she had a half-share in a valuable painting coming up for bid in the next few minutes. Real or fake.

      Even if someone eventually blew the whistle on the painting, there was nothing to show she and Bryan hadn’t acted in good faith. As she’d pointed out to Bryan, anyone might have erased the telltale date from the back of the board.

      Still...

      In her mind’s eye, she saw the fateful figures reasserting themselves one by one, burning through the paper seal on the back of the painting. Like something in a Twilight Zone episode.

      1...9...2...0...
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      Lot 67 was knocked down for $53,000.

      Imogen gazed to the right of the podium, waiting for the assistant to bring out Lot 68, Spirit River Dam.

      Instead, he came on and handed the auctioneer a piece of paper.

      Bryan was quivering beside her. “What—”

      “Shut up.” She didn’t move her lips.

      The auctioneer didn’t miss a beat.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, there’s been a change. Lot 68, Spirit River Dam, has been withdrawn from the sale.” He waited a moment for the reaction to lessen, then went on. “And now, Lot 69, Winter Day on Robert Street, by Arthur Lismer.”

      Bryan, now a sickening shade of green, croaked, “We have to get out of here.”

      “Are you serious? We’ll go speak to Mr. Cormack, like any affronted owner. Remember, Arthur Wylie passed it as—”

      But even as she stood up, she saw they had no choice anyway.

      Harry Cormack stood waiting for them at the end of the row. Along with another man, looking serious in a nondescript suit.
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      In the back office, the atmosphere was thick with apprehension as they sat at a table opposite Harry Cormack and Arthur Wylie. Nearby sat the man in the dull suit. Lawyer? Imogen shivered.

      She gave Bryan a look intended to command, let me do the talking. But first, she waited for the questions.

      Mr. Cormack spoke first.

      “Miss Pemberton, Mr. Grace, did either of you at any time suspect that this painting was not a Tom Thomson?”

      “We hoped it was, of course.” Imogen explained in her best gallery owner manner. “That’s why I sent it to Mr. Wylie, an acknowledged expert. He confirmed it was indeed a Tom Thomson.” She nodded in his direction. Over to you, Mr. Know-it-all.

      Arthur Wylie didn’t look perturbed. He launched into tedious detail about all the documentary evidence, plus the physical evidence of aspects of the painting, plus the evidence of style and angle of brush strokes. Blah, blah, blah.

      Finally he ground to a halt, and Mr. Cormack asked him why he’d now changed his mind.

      “Oh, well for one thing, the subject matter. I’ve only just today learned the dam didn’t actually exist at the time of Tom Thomson’s death.”

      “But that’s not—” Bryan’s protest was cut off by Imogen’s kick to his ankle.

      She kept calm. None of this was incriminating. She was on solid ground here. “The dam was built in 1905, according to the Department of Lands and Forests records.”

      “Yes,” Mr. Wylie said. “Originally.” He opened a folder on the table in front of him and removed what looked like a photocopy of an old file photograph. “Here’s how it looked then.” He slid it across the table.

      The superstructure consisted of two posts, not four as in the painting. She could feel Bryan’s shaking reaction, but this time he remained silent.

      “It seems the first dam was washed away in the spring floods of 1919. It was rebuilt in 1920. Like this.” He showed them a second old photo, with four posts and a crossbeam, looking just like the drawing they’d found, and just like the dam in the painting.

      Still not busted, however.

      “I wish we’d known,” Imogen murmured, with a dollop of regret. “It would have saved us all so much time and trouble.”

      But Mr. Wylie wasn’t with her there.

      “I think you did know.” His voice was quiet, unassailable.

      “How could we? Any more than you did when you appraised it.”

      “Do you know anything about these?” He pulled another item from his bag of tricks.

      A familiar green and yellow photofinishing envelope. Imogen’s whole being turned to ice.

      She’d forgotten. Entirely, totally forgotten about the pictures she’d taken when they’d first uncovered the back of the painting.

      What had she done with the film?

      Mr. Wylie spread the prints on the table.

      “I don’t like being made a fool of, Miss Pemberton.”

      The words hit Imogen hard in the face.

      “Where did you get these?” she asked. The words “Spirit River Dam 1920” seemed to glow from the shiny black and white prints.

      He ignored the question. “And I don’t expect your assistant likes being treated as nothing more than a file clerk.”

      Linda? Where did she come in? And anyway, that was her job: filing, photocopying, running errands— Imogen’s heart made a leap for her throat. Errands...Taking film to the drugstore. Picking up the prints.

      Mr. Cormack spoke again. “I must say, I’ve been highly impressed with Linda. Her education, her extensive art history knowledge, not to mention her experience. Did you know she spent three years studying and working in Florence? And, of course, her initiative. Linda  researched the history of the dam. Far more thoroughly, it would appear, than you did.”

      “When did you meet her?” Traitor. She would be sacked without a reference. She’d be lucky to find work at a Mac’s Milk. She’d regret the day—

      “When she applied for an apprentice position with us two weeks ago. She starts Monday morning. And now,” he turned toward the serious looking man in the nondescript suit, “May I introduce Inspector Williams from the Toronto Police Fraud Unit.”
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      Spirit River, Algonquin Park

      November 1916

      Tom looked out from his vantage point on the hillside, savoring the view of the river and the dam. It was one of the last good days for painting in November, he figured, before the snow came in earnest. Gray cloud banks, with the sun breaking through every now and then, just to keep things promising.

      After this, he’d be painting snow all winter.

      Within a few minutes, he had his gear set up, his paint box propped on a handy rock, with its seven by ten inch board in place for an oil sketch, his thermos of tea nearby.

      But twenty minutes later, the nature of the scene still evaded him. The draftsman in him just couldn’t work with the dam’s structure.

      “Damn,” he muttered. He poured some tea into his enamel mug and gazed at the view again.

      “Don’t like what you see?”

      Tom turned to see the old man he sometimes encountered in this area. Greg Howard, a retired engineer with a cottage at the north end of Smoke Lake.

      “I don’t know. It just doesn’t sit right with me, the way the dam looks.”

      “You got a good eye, boy. It is all wrong.”

      “Well, I started out as a draftsman in my brother’s firm.”

      Mr. Howard pointed his pipe at the dam. “See those two posts in the centre? The sluice gate guides? Should’ve been four of them.”

      “No kidding. Were you involved in this?”

      “Not me. I was already being put out to pasture when our firm got the contract, back in ’04. My nephew, Frank, was the lead on the project. Young fool. I told them it wouldn’t work. But no, he knew best. Claimed they were good plans.”

      “And they weren’t, I guess.”

      “They were garbage. So now, every other year, in the spring floods, they have to shore it up as best they can.”

      “Can’t it be repaired?”

      “Sure. With money and time and manpower. Won’t happen now, though, what with this war going on, all the young men—and the engineers—out there in France. That’s why Lands and Forests lured me out of retirement to design a fix.”

      Tom nodded. “So what will it look like when it’s rebuilt?”

      “Got some paper?”

      Tom handed him his sketch pad and a drafting pencil, and in a few quick strokes, the old guy had brought to life the dam as he said it should be.

      Tom looked at the drawing. “That’s more like it, I think. It looks balanced.”

      Mr. Howard added a label in his neat engineer’s printing. “There you go. Spirit River Dam, 1920. You come back here and paint it then, it will look all different.”

      “Maybe I’ll just paint it that way now,” Tom said. “Who knows where I’ll be by 1920. Out west, maybe.”

      “Or fighting in France?” He pulled a flask out of his pocket and offered Tom a tot of rye for his mug.

      “Thanks. You think the war will last that long?”

      “Wouldn’t be surprised. Before those politicians and generals are finished, they’ll be calling up men your age. Maybe even mine,” he added, with a bitter laugh.

      “God, I hope not. I’m just getting started making a career out of painting.” They’d rejected him back in ’99 when he’d tried to sign up to fight the Boers. He didn’t want to stop painting now to go and fight a younger man’s war.

      “Just starting, eh? I had you pegged for about forty.”

      “I am, nearly. I wasted too much of my life with commercial art. I figure I’ve got to make the most of the thirty years or so I’ve got left. Just painting the wilderness, making up for lost time.”

      “Yeah, well, this war has upset a lot of people’s plans for their lives.” He raised his flask in a toast. “Here’s to yours working out.”

      “Thanks.” Tom raised his mug. “And here’s to your new dam.”

      

      Tom Thomson drowned in Canoe Lake, Algonquin Park, on July 8, 1917. He was thirty-nine.
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