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         This story arose from my affection for two people now well past eighty: Luise Denman, my godmother, and Reg Blundell, a longtime friend. Full of sparkle, Luise quotes Homer and Virgil, is still taking university courses, and is a whiz on the World Wide Web. Reg Blundell is a gentleman of the highest order. He is an accomplished artist who fought in the Second World War, helped build the telephone industry, and plays the piano with unabashed joy. I dedicate this book to all those who see the wonder in long lives well lived. 

         Although I wrote most of this book alone in the pre-dawn darkness when everyone else was still asleep, I had lots of help from the people I love and respect. Jack David at ECW Press continued his trust and mentorship. Peter Harcourt, Larry Kramer, Bob Nosal, Ken Stead, and Mark Walma critiqued my early drafts. Bev Haun came up with the title. Edna Barker guided me to the finish line with her unerring editorial insights. And every day Lorna was at my side, sharing the journey and making life worth living.
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         CHAPTER 1 

         Zol Szabo peered across the sea of silvery heads bobbing in the buffet line at Camelot Lodge. Usually, he looked forward to these monthly Sunday brunches with Art Greenwood, his ex-wife’s granddad. Art, the only member of Francine’s family who hadn’t smoked himself into an early grave, sparkled with wisdom and wit in defiance of his age and physical restrictions. Best of all, Art and his tablemates never let political correctness get in the way of a candid opinion or a good story. 

         But today, Zol saw only clinical diagnoses smouldering through the retirement residence: the wobbly knees of rheumatoid arthritis, the stooped backs of osteoporosis, the trembling hands of Parkinson’s, the vacant eyes of macular degeneration. 

         Zol forced another smile at Art, who was taking his place at the piano in the sitting room on the other side of the archway. Zol hoped Art was well enough to play. He’d looked pale and drawn when he’d greeted Zol a few minutes ago and confessed he’d been hit by another bout of fever and the runs earlier in the week. That made it his third bout in the past couple of months. And he wasn’t the only one. Dozens of others had been hit with the same bug. Art denied any headache, thank goodness. When headache compounded the fever and diarrhea, the result was lethal. In the past month alone, two of the converted mansion’s thirty-eight residents had died within hours of a blinding headache compounding their explosive stools. 

         Art warmed up with a few bars of “Bicycle Built For Two.” His chording was tentative, not as sharp as usual. He switched to an improvised version of Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.” Art played everything by ear. He couldn’t read a note, but if he heard something once, he could play it forever. Despite the advancing muscle disease that had forced him into an electric scooter, he still glimmered with the genius that had made him an engineering whiz-kid in the telephone industry fifty years ago.  

         The understated elegance of the dining room’s caramel walls and burgundy accents reminded Zol of a café in one of Hamilton’s nicer hotels, except the bucolic vista through Camelot’s windows was considerably more handsome than any view of the city’s down-at-the- heels central core. Here on an elegant cul-de-sac a few blocks from downtown, stately homes abutted the woodlands at the foot of the Niagara Escarpment. Known locally as the Mountain, the imposing ribbon of limestone and old-growth forest snaked through the city like a giant’s doorstep, its flora and fauna protected by the United Nations as a World Biosphere Reserve. Zol thought of his own renovated house a couple of kilometres above as the seagulls flew, perched on a generous treed lot on the Escarpment’s edge. He was thankful once again for the two million in lottery winnings that had sent him to medical school and bought him such a gorgeous piece of real estate with its jetliner view. He could cope with Hamilton’s overgenerous share of shysters and gangsters if, at the end of the day, he could tuck Max safely in bed, then sip a Glenfarclas while watching Lake Ontario shimmer in the ever-changing light. 

         Camelot’s dining tables boasted smooth white linens, shiny cutlery, and imitation crystal that sparkled as brightly as the stuff his mother reserved for special occasions. Today’s spread of poached salmon, eggs, bacon, French toast, salads, and gooey desserts looked a treat. As a former professional chef himself, Zol respected the care and effort that went into every dish. But as a public-health doctor, the table seemed to him less a chef’s delight than a minefield. 

         Something nasty and undetectable — a microbe or a toxin — was poisoning the food. But intermittently. Not every dish and not every meal. As the Associate Medical Officer of Health for Hamilton-Lakeshore, second-in-command at the region’s health unit, Zol’s job was to quash epidemics, not wallow in them during Sunday brunch. Twice he’d sent his inspectors into Camelot. They’d examined every centimetre of the place with a magnifying glass. They’d collected scores of samples from the kitchen and dozens of specimens from afflicted residents. But they’d come up empty. The kitchen met all the health codes, and the laboratory detected no disease-causing pathogens.  

         Zol’s friend and medical-school classmate, Dr. Hamish Wakefield, a savant in the field of infectious diseases, had raised the possibility of epidemic Norovirus. But even Hamish, an assistant professor at the city’s Caledonian University Medical Centre, was stumped; he conceded there was no indication that anything as simple as the cruise-ship virus was the culprit here.  

         Zol helped the wait staff — invariably hesitant, awkward, and struggling with their English — park the walkers in a double row against the far wall of the dining room. He escorted the frailest of the gauzy-white residents to their seats, then joined the slow-moving buffet queue. He knew he’d soon be hunting down unsalted butter for one person and cholesterol-free scrambled eggs for another. He shrugged off the risk to his intestines and half-filled his plate with breakfast fare he hoped would be sterile: a rubbery fried egg, three crispy rashers of bacon, and a piece of charred toast. Bypassing the devilled eggs, sliced tomatoes, and potato salad, he took his place at Art’s table where Phyllis and Betty were already seated. 

         Despite being past eighty-five, slow to move, and somewhat hard of hearing, Betty McKenzie and Phyllis Wedderspoon stayed fully abreast of the news. These days they’d be bursting with opinions on the latest Parliament Hill shenanigans and lamenting the deceptions that had triggered the stock-market crash now threatening their pensions. 

         Betty beamed at Zol, then peered over his shoulder. “Where’s that handsome little man of yours, Zol?”  

         “Max sends his regrets,” Zol said. “He’s at a birthday party. One very brave mother is taking a dozen nine-year-old boys bowling.” 

         “You tell him we missed him,” Betty said. “And that his box of Godivas is here waiting for him. You will bring him next time, won’t you Zol?” 

         “I’ll have to check his social calendar. It’s far busier than mine.” It wasn’t Max’s calendar that would keep him out of Camelot until Zol got the place decontaminated. 

         He glanced at the buffet table. There was no one left in line. Earl Crabtree, a retired history professor, usually completed the table’s foursome. Although Camelot’s mealtime seating was officially open, Zol had noticed that most of the residents gravitated to their regular spots, like the four euchre-mad women, all former math teachers, who sat together and barely said a word to anyone else. Today, two of them were missing. And no one else had dared join them. Their intimidating impatience with forgetfulness, no matter how mild, was well known.  

         “Is Earl going to join us?” Zol asked. 

         “Not today,” Betty said. “Dear Earl is staying in his room, close to the facilities.” She gave Zol a knowing look and patted her abdomen.  

         Zol put down his fork. What must Betty and Phyllis think of him? Half their table was down with gastro, yet Zol and his staff were no closer to resolving the epidemic than they’d been two months ago. “Does he have a fever?” Zol asked. 

         “Just a gurgly tummy,” Betty said. “And no headache. I made sure about that.” 

         Phyllis lifted her chin and inspected Zol’s plate through the bottom of her bifocals. “Well, Dr. Szabo, I must say it’s a relief to see you’re not a vegetarian, or even worse, a vegan. But what’s wrong? Little appetite? You took barely enough to feed a chickadee. I trust it’s not your belly this time.”  

         “Let the good doctor eat in peace and not fuss about his tummy,” said Betty, her voice a slight tremolo. 

         Phyllis lanced the yolk of her eggs Benedict. “I’m just saying that young people today are seduced by fads and schemes that distract them away from the tried and true. As I always say, timeo Danaos et dona ferentes.” 
         

         “For heaven’s sake,” said Betty, “we’re not in your Latin class now. And there’s no stranger with gifts we have to be afraid of here.” 

         Phyllis was right on both counts: Zol was indeed an omnivore, and a Trojan horse was threatening Camelot’s kitchen. He spooned strawberry jam onto his toast from a single-use packet and hoped the sugary hit would settle the disquiet he felt in his stomach.  

         From somewhere to his right came a sudden loud clang, the sound of metal bashing crockery. Bang! bang! bang! bang! Zol braced for shattered dinnerware skittering across the floor.  

         The more the clanging intensified, the louder Art pounded his rendition of “Camptown Races” from the sitting room. 

         Betty and Phyllis cupped their palms over their hearing aids and glared at the source of the unholy noise. 

         Eventually, the clanging stopped. Betty’s face softened. “That’s Bud,” she said quietly. “Poor fellow. I do feel sorry for him.”  

         “Poor fellow, nothing,” Phyllis countered. “Bud doesn’t belong here. Not anymore.” 

         “He had a stroke, bless him,” Betty explained. “And now he can’t talk. Just bangs his spoon on his plate. It’s embarrassing for his wife at mealtime. You know, with everybody watching.” 

         Betty pressed her arthritic left hand on Zol’s forearm. Despite her thinning hair and dorsal hump, she glowed with the grace and elegance she must have wielded forty years ago as the Prime Minister’s executive assistant. Zol always found himself comforted by the quiet confidence of her presence. He’d never known either of his grandmothers, and as Art’s girlfriend, Betty had become Zol’s de facto grandma and Max’s great-grandma. As a long-time widow, she understood Zol’s years of single-parent loneliness. She’d coached him through it with more skill and empathy than anyone else. She’d really taken to Colleen, the private investigator he’d been dating since Christmas.  

         “Art plays our favourites so beautifully,” Betty said, closing her eyes and drinking in the final chorus of “Danny Boy.” The plump blue veins on the back of her hand, so clearly visible in their rich detail, reminded Zol of Gray’s drawings in his anatomy textbook. Her skin felt warm and soft. “Without him, we’d never hear our kind of music anymore. They don’t play our tunes on the radio.” 

         “But Gloria should get that damn piano tuned,” Phyllis said. “I’ve written to her about it over and over. It doesn’t do the slightest good. The high notes are still flat.”  

         In Camelot Lodge’s well-defined hierarchy, Phyllis strutted in position number one. As the self-appointed grand peahen of the pecking order, she possessed a sharp mind and a strident voice. But the real source of her authority was her ’72 Lincoln Continental. No one else had a car.  

         “None of us has a gramophone anymore,” said Betty. She held Camelot’s position number two, a status she didn’t flaunt but that was hers nonetheless. “When my nieces and nephews moved me in here, they threw out all my seventy-eights and thirty-three-and-a-thirds.” 

         Phyllis dipped her chin, her eyes piercing Zol over the top of her spectacles. “I believe you young people have taken to calling them vinyl.” 

         Betty leaned toward Zol, still patting his arm. “Earl isn’t the only one with a delicate tummy. I suppose Art told you. He hasn’t been feeling himself the past few of days.” 

         Zol stared at his plate and winced inside. He’d pleaded with Art to come and stay with Max and him until this gastro business got resolved. There was plenty of room in Zol’s house for Betty as well. Zol had suggested confidentially to Art that the two of them could share a room or each have one of their own. Art had declined for both of them. It wasn’t a question of the bedroom arrangements or the difficulty with the stairs. They would never abandon their friends. 

         Phyllis made a face. “No point in hiding it, Art has been down with faeces liquifacti for the past few days. I call it Gloria’s Revenge. Montezuma had nothing on her.” She stiffened and coughed into her serviette, as though forcing herself to stifle further criticism of the Lodge’s manager, Gloria Oliveira. “But if we let the good doctor concern himself about Camelot’s tummies, he’ll have us in quarantine. Again. Every time we turn around, the place gets locked up like Fort Knox. No one in or out except the staff, who tiptoe around us as though we had leprosy.” 

         “Now Phyllis, it doesn’t help to exaggerate,” Betty said.  

         Phyllis lifted a forkful of egg toward her mouth, studied it, then dropped it to her plate. “The Portuguese may be famous for their lace and celestial navigation, but they’re hopeless in the kitchen.” 

         “Zol has been doing everything he can to put a stop to our . . . our gurgly tummies.” Betty dabbed her lips with her serviette and smudged her ruby lipstick into the wrinkles around her mouth. “Tummy troubles or not,” she said, her tone of voice indicating she was changing the subject, “Art Greenwood is one of the best things to happen to this place. Just look around. Most everyone is smiling. Even the Mountain Wingers.” She pointed to two tables at the far end of the dining room. “They’ve got their heads up.”  

         Four of Camelot’s Mountain Wingers were seated in wheelchairs, terry-cloth bibs tied around their necks. They lived in the eight-bed infirmary on the second floor and were allowed out of the locked ward only on special occasions such as Sunday brunch. They ate puréed meals out of plastic bowls and were never given knives or forks. Around them hovered uniformed staff with the gentle movements, rich black hair, and almond eyes of Filipinas. Watching the aides spoon beige mush into the toothless mouths, Zol shuddered. He’d promised himself he would jump off the Skyway Bridge and into a watery grave in Hamilton Harbour the instant he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, or anything like it. 

         “I’ll grant you that,” Phyllis admitted. “Arthur’s playing is almost like magic.” 

         “Of course it is,” Betty said. “It lifts the heads of those dear souls like sunflowers tipped toward the noontime rays. They wave their arms, tap their feet, and sometimes sing along.” 

         “Hardly,” Phyllis corrected. “It’s really just muttering.” 

         “When they hear that music,” said Betty, “their faces get so bright you’d almost swear they could partake in intelligent conversation. Until . . .” A look of sadness misted her eyes — or was it fear? “Until it’s time for Art to stop playing and Gloria locks the keyboard.” 

         Two men in dark business suits caught Zol’s eye from the far side of the common room. Betty and Phyllis had their backs to them, thank goodness. The men were pushing a gurney, their passenger draped head to toe in a white sheet. To the right of the men, the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows lit the room and flanked the side door to the parking lot. A black Craig & Lafferty van was waiting on the tarmac by the exit, its rear doors yawning. 

         Once they’d negotiated the awkwardly narrow side exit and wheeled their client to the van, one of the men tapped the gurney with his foot. The wheels didn’t fold as they were supposed to. He tried again. Still, the undercarriage didn’t give. The other man tried with a swifter kick but the wheels didn’t budge. The two men kicked together — at the wheels, the frame, the mechanism beneath. The stretcher rocked back and forth. The corpse’s legs slid off and pitched precariously toward the ground. Suddenly, the undercarriage collapsed, and one of the men caught the body just in time. They hoisted the gurney and flung their reluctant cargo into the van, then jumped inside. The driver slammed his door, and the vehicle careened down the street. 

         Zol dabbed his mouth with his serviette, then wiped the sweat from his forehead. He stared at the bits of cold egg and charred bacon on his plate, his stomach in complete revolt. Betty and Phyllis started at the sudden chime from Zol’s belt. He grabbed his BlackBerry, ready to silence it. Whoever was calling could leave a message. He hated cellphones in restaurants. Nothing in public health was so important it couldn’t wait fifteen minutes.  

         But the phone’s display said Peter Trinnock was calling. That was strange. Zol’s boss never worked weekends. He golfed a lot, skied a little, and often got heavily into the sauce. If he wasn’t on the slopes today, enjoying March’s last few weeks of spring skiing, he’d be into his third martini by now. 

         Zol excused himself and strode toward the common sitting room. 

         “Damn it, Szabo,” Trinnock said, “where are you?” Zol pictured his boss’s piggy-eyed gaze, the veins on his cheeks flaring like a tangled nest of spiders. 

         “Brunch with my ex’s granddad. Camelot Lodge.” 

         “Then you know.” 

         “Know what, sir?” 

         “About the Prime Minister’s aunt. Nellie something.” Zol heard the shuffle of papers next to Trinnock’s phone, then the yapping of a small dog. Trinnock cursed through a partly muffled mouthpiece, “Muzzle the damn dog, Marion. I’m on the phone.” He paused and took a loud gulp of something that sounded more like beer than martini. “Nellie Brownlow, that’s the name,” Trinnock continued, his voice again loud and clear. “Died this morning. At that Camelot place. The Prime Minister’s Office just called. The Prime Minister is very upset. The woman was his favourite aunt. It seems she got caught up in your epidemic. Stricken with diarrhea several times since Christmas.” 

         Bile burned the back of Zol’s throat. The Prime Minister’s Office never interfered with health unit matters. “I’ll . . . I’ll look into it right away.” 

         “You’ve dropped the ball on this one, Szabo. The guy from the PMO is saying people are dropping like flies at that Camelot place and that our Hamilton-Lakeshore Health Unit is asleep at the bloody switch.” 

         “We’ve been doing everything possible to —” 

         “There are other Party favourites living at that place. The Brownlow woman wasn’t the only one. They may be retired, but they’re VIPs all the same.” 

         Zol glanced at his table. He hardly needed reminding about Camelot’s connections to the country’s ruling federal party. Betty, Earl, and a couple of sisters named Maude and Myrtle were living examples. Art stayed away from anything political, and Phyllis reckoned that all politicians were tarred with the same unsavoury brush. She loved it when the press discovered any of them in flagrante delicto and their careers got ruined. 

         “Any more of them gets wheeled out in a bag, an RCMP goon squad will be breathing down our necks.” Trinnock downed another noisy gulp. “That’s your neck, Szabo, now that the PM knows your name.” 

         The Prime Minister?  

         The RCMP?  

         Zol imagined beer-bellied thugs in Kevlar vests waving fifty-thousand-volt Tasers.  

         He swallowed hard. 

         The force’s boy-scouts-in-scarlet image had been shattered when shocking videos of RCMP brutality were broadcast to the world via the Internet. A brave guy with a video cellphone had recorded the nation’s finest zapping a confused, unarmed traveller with a Taser at Vancouver airport. The guy died, right there on the screen. The scenario and the attempted cover-up had seriously jaundiced Zol’s view of policing. Zol was sure many others felt the same way. The national anthem boasted that the True North was strong and free, but nowadays it felt like its citizens weren’t safe if the RCMP took a sudden, arbitrary disliking to them. 

         “Does someone in the PMO suspect foul play?” Zol asked. 

         “You know these political types. Don’t trust anyone. Which means you’ll have to do better. Considerably better. And with due speed.” Trinnock’s English accent intensified when he got angry. “Shall I call in some assistance? Dare I say, our friends from Toronto?” 

         Ice filled Zol’s veins. He pictured Wyatt Burr, the “consultant” who’d swaggered in from Toronto on his high horse and royally screwed up Zol’s last big case. “I’d rather deal with our local experts. If you gave me the go-ahead to hire a couple more brains, I could —” 

         “Get the bloody thing fixed, whatever it takes. And keep us out of the papers.” 

          

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 2 

         That evening, Max slurped from his Star Pirates mug at the kitchen table. “Can we have chicken noodle soup for supper every night, Dad?” 

         Dread hung over Zol, an anvil cloud that had hovered since Trinnock’s noontime call. Such a reversal from yesterday’s fun and adventure when life seemed full of promise. Zol and Max had taken Colleen and Max’s school chum Travis to the Toronto Zoo for a Saturday filled with nothing more serious than home-cut fries, double-chocolate ice cream, and jokes about elephant poop.  

         Colleen Woolton first shined into their lives four months ago, and the bloom on their threesome was still in full glow. Every day with her was a treat. Quick and compact, with a long golden ponytail, Colleen radiated Rapunzel’s innocence and Mrs. Tiggy-Winkle’s kindness and wrapped them up with Barbarella’s late-night passion. He closed his eyes and tried to let himself be stirred by the memory of the jasmine on her skin and the music of her soft South African accent whispering at his ear, but he was struck by recurring apprehension. Female anger and contempt seemed to evolve inevitably from early bliss. He wondered whether he possessed a flaw that drove women to nastiness. Alone in the dark he found himself desperate for things to be different this time. 

         “Dad-dy?” Max called. “Are you dreaming again?” 

         Zol forced a chuckle through his fears as he remembered Max giggling about oversized penises and excrement. The nine-year-old commanded an impressive knowledge of zoology — the finicky diets of aardvarks and the muddy habitats of tapirs. Did he learn those things in school, or was the Internet providing him with more than an unlimited repertoire of video games and downloads?  

         “Um . . . What’s that, Max?” 

         “I said, can we have chicken noodle soup for supper every night?” 

         “Don’t you think you’d get sick of it?” 

         “Never in a million, zillion years.” Max looked at the empty place setting beside him. “Where’s Colleen?” 

         “On her way. She had to work a bit late.” Colleen had been delayed on a surveillance job. In true private-investigator fashion, she was tight-lipped about the details of her work. Zol knew not to ask but worried about her safety, despite her insistence that her clients were normal people with very ordinary problems, not gun-toting gangsters. “She’ll be here soon. Ready for your next course?” 

         “What is it?” 

         “Another favourite of yours. Chicken pot pie.” 

         Max made a face. 

         “Hey. We made it together. You chopped all that celery and cilantro.” Max was becoming a whiz with his own kitchen knife — just the right size for a nine-year-old. 

         “Can’t I just have chicken noodle soup? You said that’s all you’re going to have.” 

         “If you’re going to reach a million points on your new game gadget, you’ll have to fuel up with high-test chicken pie.” 

         Zol downed the rest of his soup, then pulled the pie from the oven. The doorbell rang, and Max shot to the front door with the speed of a Star Pirates lightsaber. The treatment he had received three months ago for his spastic left arm, the only part of him that cerebral palsy had made stiff and awkward, had improved his confidence. Having two upper limbs that functioned almost symmetrically made the boy feel like everyone else in his class. He was no longer the kid with the “special needs,” a moniker that had rankled no matter how politically correct his teachers had been in handling him. Of course, Max had never needed handling.  

         Max’s treatment, given by injection, wouldn’t last forever. It needed repeating every year or so. Zol worried that the medication’s potential toxicity, which had come to light since Max had received it, would mean he’d be denied another dose when the current one wore off. Then what? 

         But life was like that, wasn’t it? You couldn’t store the good times in the bank. You had to spend them while they lasted. Single parenthood, made possible by Ermalinda, Max’s nanny from the Philippines, was a happier state than Zol would have anticipated, except for the gnawing loneliness and the guilt that Max might never know the warmth of a loving mother. Zol’s marriage to Francine had lasted only twenty-three months, and less than half of that he could remember with anything approaching fondness. Was that the way it was going to be with Colleen? Would the smooth sailing they were enjoying be counted in months? He hoped not. Max was wild about her. And so was Zol. 

         Max bounced from the front hall into the kitchen, leading Colleen by the hand. She gave Zol a soft kiss on the lips.  

         “What’s that new scent?” Zol asked as he took her coat and she set her Nikon on the desk. 

         “Can you guess?” she said. 

         “Let’s see . . . there’s a blend of floral and citrus — orange blossoms, I’d say. Vanilla. And another spice, clove. And . . . oak moss.” 

         She only used a touch of perfume, savoured best during intimate embraces.  

         “It’s lovely,” he said, meaning it. And so was she. A batik silk scrunchy at the nape of her neck encircled her long, sandy-blond ponytail, which cascaded over her left shoulder. 

         “Oak moss? Heavens, you have such an imagination. I’ll have to remember that one.” 

         “Are you starving?”  

         “Haven’t eaten since breakfast.” She scanned the kitchen. “That pie smells too delicious. Is that one of your creations, Max?” 

         Max grinned, then pierced the crust with his knife. 

         “Let me heat your plate,” Zol told Colleen. 

         “I don’t need it heated.” 

         “Sorry, I can’t serve a home-cooked meal on a cold plate. Goes against all my instincts and training.” His appetite suddenly restored, he put two more plates in the oven and cleared the remains of his chicken noodle soup from the table. 

         Max gobbled his dinner and asked to be excused — to the computer room, of course. Zol redirected him to his bedroom where his math homework was still waiting. Colleen perked Max up with the reminder that she’d be taking him for ice cream later, while his dad went to his meeting with people from work. 

         “Then you’ll read me a story?” 

         “Certainly,” Colleen said, her eyes crinkling warmly. 

         After Max shuffled off, Colleen eyed the Star Pirates cellphone consigned to the top of the refrigerator. Almost out of sight but certainly not out of mind. “How did it go? He seems to have taken it very well.” 

         “The birthday party got him refocused. The tears didn’t last long. He loves bowling.” 

         Zol had opened Max’s monthly cellphone bill on Friday. Sixteen hundred dollars in new charges. Convinced there was a clerical error, he’d phoned the company immediately. Eventually, a live voice came on the line. There was no mistake, the woman said. The charges were real. The service would be cut off if the balance wasn’t paid by the due date.  

         Zol gave himself a day and a half to cool down before the inevitable confrontation. He and Max had their heart-to-heart this morning. Through sobs and tears, Max admitted that he and his friends had downloaded “a few” Internet videos from YouTube. He caught the significance of the sixteen-hundred-dollar charges when Zol explained the same amount of money could have taken the two of them to Disney World for a week. Did that mean he’d never, ever get to go to Disney World, Max had asked, sobbing heavily. Zol hugged him and reassured him that Disney was still a possibility, but only for boys who learned their lessons about their cellphones, and for a certain boy who didn’t whine, not even once, about his phone being off limits for the next month. 

         Zol and Colleen finished supper. Zol cleared the table, then Colleen handed him his scarf at the front door. She wished him good luck with the Camelot situation, then closed her eyes and kissed him. Her tender, lingering embrace held the promise of many more. He squeezed her hard and finally let her go. 

         Alone in the car, his stomach in knots over the Prime Minister’s unexpected scrutiny, Zol thought of Art Greenwood’s mantra: Make every week count, son. Art said not to worry yourself sick over any single day, but aim instead for a major satisfaction every week.  

         What Zol wouldn’t give to get the gastro corked at Camelot Lodge in the next week. 

          

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 3 

         Zol pulled open the door of the Nitty Gritty Café, his office-away-from-the-office, across the street from the health unit on Concession Street. He stamped the March slush from his shoes on the way in. 

         In the back corner, Natasha Sharma and Hamish Wakefield were already at the table permanently reserved for health-unit staff. Here, amid the Andean décor — Machu Picchu travel posters and woven blankets — Zol and his closest colleagues did their best brainstorming and troubleshooting. 

         Natasha was skimming the froth from her latte. The young epidemiologist put down her spoon and rose from her chair as Zol approached. Her engaging manner and obvious skills made her the cornerstone of the health unit’s Communicable Disease Division. She had an uncanny knack for finding the one smidgen of evidence that explained an outbreak of food poisoning or a cluster of unexplained deaths. She always smelled deliciously of sandalwood, and Zol knew she had a morbid fear of foam clinging to the down on her upper lip. 

         Hamish was frowning at his hands and rubbing them with a paper serviette. A sticky spoon protruded from the honey jar beside his mug of green tea. Hamish hated unresolved stickiness and tolerated it neither on his fingers nor in his clinical cases. He’d confided to Zol that things were sticky on the home front as well. Boyfriend trouble. Hamish had been out of the closet for only a few months, and the bloom was off the rose of his first love affair.  

         Zol greeted his associates and thanked them for coming at short notice on a Sunday evening, then settled in a chair and pulled out the loonie he always kept in the pocket of his blazer. The one-dollar coin was not for spending but for fingering whenever life’s tensions mounted. It was much cleaner than his father’s chewing tobacco and didn’t cause cancer.  

         “We can’t let this go on any longer,” Zol told them. “Dozens of diarrhea cases in the past two months, and three deaths in the past two weeks, the latest one this afternoon. We have to give Camelot our full attention. Hamish, I need you in on this.” 

         “Old people do die, Zol,” Hamish said, passing his hand over his perfectly squared blond flat-top. “How bad is the gastro? Are you sure the deaths are related to it?” 

         “When the Prime Minister’s favourite aunt dies during an unresolved epidemic, everything is related.” 

         “Her death is more important than any other?” Hamish said. 

         “I didn’t mean that,” Zol said. “But it’s turned on the heat. The Prime Minister now knows my name. I can’t tell you how creepy that feels. At least the boss is giving me carte blanche to get this solved as soon as possible. And that means bringing you in as my number-one consultant.” 

         “Whatever you need, just say the word. Only you’ve got to keep Peter Trinnock away from me. His eyes give me the creeps. Why are they always bloodshot? Anyone ever check his thyroid? Maybe he’s got Grave’s, or is it Sjogren’s?” 

         Zol and Natasha exchanged glances but said nothing. Trinnock’s two-martini lunches were an open secret at the health unit. And Hamish Wakefield’s skills at spot diagnosis were legendary. Trinnock did indeed have Sjogren’s, a syndrome that dried out his eyes and mouth. The discomfort made him permanently cranky. 

         “These are active, healthy seniors we’re talking about,” Zol said. “And their illnesses fit a pattern. Fever, vomiting, crampy abdominal pain, and diarrhea. After three to five days, the infection either resolves or results in shock and rapid death.” 

         “Each of the deaths was preceded by two days of severe headache,” Natasha said. “Including Nellie Brownlow, the woman who died today. I spoke with her family doctor this afternoon.” 

         “Sounds like stroke,” Hamish said. 

         “Not according to Dr. Jamieson, the family doctor who takes care of Camelot Lodge.” Natasha said. “He filled out Nellie’s death certificate, identified gastroenteritis as the cause of her death. And hasn’t mentioned stroke on any of the other certificates.” 

         “Any similar outbreaks in any other retirement residences or nursing homes in our region?” Hamish asked. 

         “Nothing this sustained or severe,” Natasha told him. “Short-lived outbreaks of gastro, mostly viral. No increased death rates.” 

         “I’m familiar with that Camelot place. Remember the bat-bite fiasco?” 

         Zol didn’t need reminding. About a year ago, a bat got loose in the sitting room while Art was playing the piano for a singalong. Five or six of the residents and a couple of the staff got bitten. Hamish waded into the frenzy, calmed everyone down, and conducted a series of rabies vaccine clinics on site. It was ultimately determined that the bat was rabies-free, but by then the incident had caused an unholy commotion. 

         Hamish rolled his eyes. “The managers, a Portuguese couple, Gus and Gloria. They were hysterical. And totally disorganized.” 

         “There’s hysteria of some sort in their food-handling practices,” Zol said. “But we can’t pinpoint what it is.” 

         “Well, it’s obvious,” Hamish said. “They’re doing something wrong.” He paused and looked into the unseen distance as if conjuring a recollection. “Of course . . . you are aware of the case I had last month.” He paused again and lifted an eyebrow, then raised his slim, professorial forefinger. “An elderly Portuguese woman with listeria in her bloodstream — septic shock, intensive care, the whole bit. After the bat thing, I couldn’t help noticing her high-class address. Camelot Lodge on Eaglescliffe Avenue. When her daughter stormed into our ICU, all tears and bluster, I recognized the woman immediately — Camelot’s manager, Gloria Oliveira. In the end, the old lady did fine and returned home to the Lodge.”  

         Hamish’s eyes darkened and he continued, “We’d had another listeria a month before that, which was a bit strange. We usually see just one case a year. The earlier case had meningitis. He was a much younger man from a different demographic entirely.” 

         Hamish shuddered, then massaged his neck and looked away. Zol knew that a delirious patient had grabbed Hamish by the throat a couple of months ago and gripped him in a choke hold until Hamish nearly passed out. Had that attacker been Hamish’s listeria patient, deranged by meningitis? 

         After several moments, Hamish collected himself and coughed into a tissue, which he folded and tucked into his jacket pocket. He shot Zol a look that said I know what you’re thinking and don’t ask, then squared his shoulders and turned to Natasha.  

         “Listeria is a bacterium, of course,” Hamish told her in his professorial voice. “It lives harmlessly in the gut until it sneaks into the bloodstream of anyone with a depressed immune system and causes —” 

         “It’s okay, Hamish. Natasha knows all about listeria.” 

         It bothered Zol that Hamish patronized Natasha because she wasn’t a physician. In many ways she was better than an MD. She was committed to the job without pretence or ego. Since starting at the health unit two years ago, she’d proven herself repeatedly, but Hamish didn’t get it. 

         “In fact,” Zol continued, “your hospital lab reported both those cases to us.” Doctors, hospitals, and laboratories were required by law to report every listeria case to their local health unit. “And with all that diarrhea going on at Camelot, we looked into them carefully.” 

         “There’d been no reports of listeria at Camelot Lodge in the previous five years,” Natasha added, her face the picture of sincerity. “And we verified that Gus and Gloria were following Ministry of Health guidelines about not serving deli meats to seniors.” 

         Listeria was notorious for contaminating cold cuts then infecting the frail, the pregnant, and the elderly. It was one of those quirks of clinical medicine, a food-borne illness that didn’t cause vomiting or diarrhea. The germ went in for the big kill — bloodstream infection complicated by shock, meningitis, and organ failure. 

         Hamish swept the crumbs from the scone he had ordered into his napkin and folded the paper into a perfect square. He placed it on his plate. “So what’s the explanation for all that food-borne illness at the Lodge if there’s nothing wrong with the food? Is it the water? The staff? The cutlery? The china? A faulty dishwasher? A wonky fridge? A resident with a grudge? You’ve got to check out everything.” 

         “Okay, okay,” said Zol, exchanging glances with Natasha. “We know the drill. Been through it already.” Hamish’s input had been disappointing. No new ideas to chew on. “We’ll go in again. Find what we’ve missed, one way or another.” 

         “Try going in unannounced,” said Hamish. “Catch them before they have time to clean up their indiscretions.” He paused, as though struck by an idea. “You know, when I was there giving all those rabies shots, the old folks were always dunking their doughnuts in their coffee. I thought it had something to do with their teeth. But I tried a couple of honey glazed. Darn things were hard as rocks.” 

         “Art Greenwood says the doughnuts at Camelot must have fallen off an ox cart, back in biblical times,” Zol said. “He and his pal Earl only eat them when they’re desperate. Usually, they send their friend Phyllis Wedderspoon out to Tim’s for fresh ones. In her Lincoln.”  

         Zol had told Art to ask Gloria to bring in fresher doughnuts, but Art was afraid of upsetting her. Beneath Gloria’s smarmy smile was a tyrant. Zol could see how the residents wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of her, not when she lived on site and was watching them twenty-four hours a day. Gloria’s husband, Gus, was another matter. He always seemed to have a genuinely happy grin on his face. Nothing was too much trouble for him, and he appeared incapable of passing judgment. Art said the residents loved the way he always called them Mister and Miss. A few times Zol had seen Gus look uneasily at Gloria, as if he knew the consequences of provoking her fury. Surely, he would stand up to her if he thought she were placing the residents at risk. 

         “Gus and Gloria are definitely getting their baked goods on the cheap,” Hamish said. “Through a back door someplace. If they were younger and dressed like hippies, I might think they were freegans.” 

         “Freegans? What’s a freegan?” Zol said. “Is it a coincidence that it rhymes with vegan?” 

         Hamish smiled and nodded. “You’d never believe me. Look up it up on the Internet. Wikipedia.” 

         Natasha frowned, then fingered the dark curls that draped the nape of her neck. “I never found any outdated items in Camelot’s fridges. But it sounds like those doughnuts were past their expiry dates.” 

         Like a few more of Camelot’s residents, Zol couldn’t help thinking, if he didn’t get that place cleaned up in a hurry. 

          

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 4 

         The next morning, Art Greenwood dipped a fossilized doughnut, a sour-cream glazed, into his tea. He had always loved Mondays. During his thirty-seven years at Northern Electric, Mondays had promised a fresh start and the chance that a simple idea would spark a blaze of innovation. His role in the invention of touch-tone service had been exciting at the time, but the Princess phone was nothing compared to the BlackBerry. Now that was an impressive device, though altogether too intrusive. Too bad he was past needing one. At his stage of life it would be merely an affectation. 

         Twenty-one years into his retirement, Mondays held another sort of excitement — an afternoon of bridge with Betty, Phyllis, and Earl. They never missed, except when struck so badly by that gastro thing that they couldn’t make it through a hand without rushing to the toilet. Last night, his belly had churned like a cement mixer. He lay there terrified he was going to be up and down again, soiling his bed, messing the floor, getting poop on his scooter. But nothing came of it. He’d managed toast and a bowl of the chef’s lukewarm soup for lunch. One day, Art hoped, Nick would get it together and serve his soup piping hot. 

         He glanced out the windows at the ice and snow pushed into grimy piles at the edge of the parking lot. He rubbed his burning shins and shifted his feet on the footrest of his scooter. Winter made him wistful about his curling-club days, before he turned seventy and his knees went bad. He’d loved the heart-stopping strategy on the rink, the cold beers afterwards in the cozy bar. Too bad his local club had never taken up wheelchair curling. He’d love to try it. But not among strangers. 

         “Arthur? Arthur, stop daydreaming,” said Phyllis in her best Latin teacher voice. “Are you going to answer my three hearts?” 

         “Ah . . .” Art sat up straight and studied his hand. He added up his points again. Not enough to counter with four hearts. It would be safer to let Phyllis stay at three. Yes, she could probably make three hearts. Not enough for game, but better to be safe than sorry when Phyllis was your bridge partner. “I’ll pass.” 

         Phyllis fixed Earl with her uncompromising gaze. “What about you, Crabtree?” 

         “I’ll pass, too,” said Earl. 

         Earl must have a pretty weak hand. He usually enticed Phyllis, who was competitive to the end, to bid higher than she should. Then he’d laugh when she started swearing, in Latin of course, at not making her contract. 

         A high-pitched screech pierced the air. Then another, then the jerky, low-pitched moans of uncontrolled sobbing. Art dropped his cards face down on the table. He didn’t need to look to know what was happening at the far side of the common room. Melvin’s outbursts were becoming more frequent these days. 

         The poor soul, his face black and blue from falling out of his wheelchair last week, was shouting through his sobs. Once he got started there was no stopping him. Always the same words, over and over, like a mantra. “Never saw them. Never saw them. I tell you, I never saw them.” 

         Two aides rushed to Melvin’s side. They shushed him, patted his hands, and smoothed his wild hair. The more they patted, the louder his mantra. The pair glanced nervously around the room. They must be watching for Gloria, expecting her to sweep in and escalate Melvin’s sobbing with her nursery-school patter. Her high-pitched prattle never settled anyone, just made them feel angry at being coddled. Art often wondered how Gloria ever got into this business in the first place. She had neither the temperament nor the organizational skills. She should have stuck with cleaning houses and keeping books. Her husband, Gus, was okay. His smile was genuine and he was an imaginative handyman. He could fix anything with a piece of wire and a roll of duct tape. Problem was, his low-cost repairs never lasted longer than a week. 

         One aide plopped Melvin’s tartan blanket on his lap while the other wheeled him briskly around the corner toward the elevator and the seclusion of his room behind the Mountain Wing’s locked door, one floor up. Art seldom went up there. The place was as bleak as a hospital ward and always smelled of poop. Its eight beds reminded everyone in the cozy Belvedere Wing that the next stage of the life cycle was waiting for them on the other side of the door — a linoleum-tiled purgatory at the brink of eternity. 

         “Poor Melvin,” said Earl. “It rips me apart to see him that way.” The look on Earl’s face said, We’re all going to end up like that. “Dementia is so demeaning. Maybe it’s just as well they rarely let him out of his room.” 

         Betty looked shocked at the remark. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then pursed her lips in diplomatic silence. During her thirty years as personal assistant to a prime minister and a string of federal cabinet ministers, she’d perfected the art of holding her tongue. In the close quarters of a retirement residence, diplomacy was a valuable skill. And, as far as Art was concerned, it added greatly to her charm. But still, she was no pushover. 

         Earl drew his hands to his vest and squared his shoulders. He read Betty’s discomfort and his face softened. “Forgive my candour. But don’t you think it would be awful if one of his former students stumbled in here and saw him raving like that? If it were me, I’d want to be kept well out of sight.” 

         Art looked at Earl and nodded his agreement. For years Earl and Melvin, both professors, had offices in the same building at Caledonian University. Earl’s specialty was European history. Melvin’s had been the impact of war on civilian populations. The three of them, Art, Earl, and Melvin, had seen action together in World War Two. North Africa. Of course, everyone at Camelot had lived through the war — as combatants or munitions workers, wireless operators or distressed civilians. The conflict still stalked the halls like a permanent resident.  

         Phyllis studied the cards in her hand, too preoccupied with making her three hearts to voice an opinion. Bridge was the only thing that kept her quiet. 

         Betty lifted the spoon from her saucer. It tinkled against the china as she stirred her milky tea. “Shall we start? It’s my lead.” As soon as she’d placed her six of diamonds on the table, Art laid his dummy hand face up and left it to Phyllis to make their contracted tricks. He reversed his scooter and headed for the piano.  

         The keyboard was locked. Damn. It was supposed to be open every afternoon. Why did Gloria insist on locking it? It wasn’t as though anyone would steal the ivories.  

         “Has anyone seen Gloria?” Art called to any of the dozen souls in the common room who might listen.  

         A few heads lifted from their jigsaws and knitting, but most eyes stayed closed in afternoon slumber. “What’d he say?” was the general answer from a few puzzled faces squinting from the sofas and wingback chairs.  

         A woman named Gertie, with fat red cheeks and an even fatter bottom, dropped her needles to her lap and said, “Honoria? She’s gone, poor thing. Died last year.” 

         The elevator pinged and Gloria appeared, leading two men in white shirts and black business suits. Art stiffened at the thought of what they’d be wheeling behind them. Earl had dubbed it running the final gauntlet: being wheeled out of the elevator, past the tall windows lining the far wall of the common room, and out the side exit. All in full view of your friends. 

         Gloria tugged at the lapels of her suit jacket as she strode to the middle of the room. Her lips formed a fake smile while her eyes scanned the faces as if looking for trouble. Then came that damn nursery-room whine. “I’m afraid, my dears, I am having some bad news.” 

         Art scooted to the bridge table. It was better to be sitting close to your friends when Gloria made one of her pronouncements. 

         Phyllis put down her cards. “Are you going to tell us who that was on their way to Craig & Lafferty?” 

         “You know I’m not allowed to say, Miss Wedderspoon. It’s our policy that —” 

         Phyllis rolled her eyes and muttered, “Of course, res arcana.” She turned to Art. “As always, the matter is confidential. We’ll have to read about it ourselves in the obits.” 

         Gloria crossed the room and stood beside Gertie. She never got any flack from Gertie, who’d been knitting the same purple scarf for the three years Art had been at Camelot. 

         Phyllis leaned into the bridge table and cupped her hand to her mouth. “Did you see that pair of legs dangling off the stretcher? It must be poor Judge Nesbitt in that bag. He was one long drink of water, and I know he had the runs. And a headache.” 

         Betty shivered. When she clasped her hands together they looked like a pair of sparrows trembling on the table. In a deliberate motion, as if directing Phyllis to do the same, she set her jaw, turned intently toward Gloria, and awaited the announcement. 

         “As I was trying to tell to you,” Gloria continued, “I need you to return to your suites. The health department informs me that we are now in a contact-isolation situation.” 

         “Not again,” said a tiny woman dwarfed by the cabbage roses of the loveseat. 

         “Is it influenza or gastroenteritis?” Art asked. Zol made sure he knew the difference between one type of flu and another. 

         Gloria hesitated as if wondering how much information was appropriate to divulge. “Gastroenteritis.” 

         “I hope it’s just in the Mountain Wing,” said someone. 

         “How many cases so far?” Phyllis asked. 

         Gloria glared at her. 

         “I know,” Phyllis replied. “You’re not at liberty to say.” 

         “We have a right to know. How many people are sick?” Earl called above the hubbub. 

         “My dears, my dears.” Gloria’s nursery voice was gone, and with it all pretence of a smile. “Please. Calm yourselves. The situation, we have it under control.” 

         “We’d better do as she asks,” said Betty. 

         Earl put up his hand. “What about our supper?”  

         The same thought had occurred to Art. 

         “The staff, they are gonna serve dinner at four-thirty, as usual. Till then, please go to your rooms. No visitors in your suites. No outside guests, and —” Gloria pierced Art with her gaze, then turned it on Betty “— no fellow residents.” She pointed at the dining-room entrance. “We’re gonna have a hand-wash station over there. And don’t forget to pump.” 

         Art heard a noise at the rear door and turned to see the two men from Craig & Lafferty pushing an empty gurney toward the elevator. The taller of the two strode ahead, his eyes furtively sweeping the sitting room. He was trying to hide it, but there was no mistaking the black object folded under his arm. Body bag number two. 

      

      

   
      
         CHAPTER 5 

         Tuesday morning, Zol turned off Aberdeen Street into Eaglescliffe Avenue. And into Narnia. It might as well have been a fantasy world for all the resemblance the cul-de-sac bore to the rest of the lower city. Gorgeous mansions sat like haughty, overdressed dowagers at a nineteenth-century garden party. At the far end, the sheer face of the Niagara Escarpment defended the enclave from the riffraff to the south with its rampart of wooded limestone. Again, Zol felt uncouth driving his muddy minivan into such opulence. Everyone here would have a Porsche or a Mercedes tucked in the garage.  

         Camelot Lodge occupied one of the most well-known heritage structures in Hamilton. It had been built in the 1880s as a mansion for an industrialist’s family. Now it loomed on a snowy island in the circular roadway, where it boasted three stories of intricate stonework, a tall square tower, a round turret, and a forest of chimneys. 

         “I guess the previous owners didn’t fuss over their vows of poverty,” Zol told Natasha, who was beside him in the passenger seat. 

         “Sorry?” she said. 

         “I thought you knew. A few years ago it was full of nuns. A Catholic convent.” 

         The massive slate roof capped the original structure and the boxy addition beside it, which included the elevator shaft and glassed-in fire escape. Despite its storied grandeur, the place looked drab in grimy, leafless March. It would look better in May when its lawns and trees turned green.  

         An anxious face peered through a mullioned upper window and quickly disappeared. A wild-haired soul in a pale nightgown rapped her fist at another window and called inaudibly through the triple-pane glass. 

         “Does your grandfather like living there?” 

         Art felt like a grandfather, so Zol didn’t correct her. “He appreciates the company and the amenities, I think. A single room with his own bath and toilet. Says he’s glad the Lodge is a small operation that doesn’t feel like an institution.”  

         Thirty active seniors lived in the original part of the building, known as the Belvedere Wing. It was a shame the renovators had removed the grand staircase, which Zol had seen in old photographs, to make space for an enlarged dining room and several more bedrooms. 

         “The common sitting room is just the right size,” Natasha said. “Cozy but not cramped. And I love its chintz curtains.” 

         Zol never noticed curtains and had yet to figure out exactly what chintz was. “Don’t think there’s any chintz in the Mountain Wing infirmary. According to Art and Earl, it’s the dark empire on the far side of the moon. I’ve never had occasion to go in there.” 

         Natasha pointed to the second floor of the addition and made a face. “You haven’t missed much. Bare walls, ugly blinds on the windows. Eight patients, in four double rooms. All in various stages of dementia, poor things.” 

         Zol thought of his parents, currently on a month-long golfing holiday in Florida. They lived thirty minutes west of Hamilton, off Highway 403. His dad was pushing seventy but still active on the farm and secretary of the Ginseng Growers Association of Brant County. He’d switched from growing tobacco to harvesting ginseng seven years ago, soon after Zol started his public-health training. Zol couldn’t imagine his mother, so fastidious about her appearance, as anything less than a commanding presence in her own home. She was a super cook and a whiz at crosswords and Sudoku.  

         He had no warm and fuzzy illusions about nursing homes and retirement residences, no matter how many luxuries they purported to offer. He knew they were businesses, first and foremost. And visited by battalions who packed the parking lots: doctors, nurses, chaplains, chiropractors, chiropodists, physios, pharmacists, herbalists, hairdressers, and the delivery guys who lugged in everything from flowers to oxygen tanks. Today, only three vehicles sat in the lot: a blue Dodge van, a grey Chevy Malibu, and Phyllis Wedderspoon’s long, snow-white ’72 Lincoln.  

         The place was owned by someone offshore, a Taiwanese, Zol had heard. The Oliveiras were resident managers with their own apartment on the ground floor. Gus, who used to be in construction, did the maintenance. Gloria, who had once been a bookkeeper and office manager, was clearly in charge.  

         Zol read the closed-to-visitors notice on the front door as he held it open for Natasha. He’d ordered the Lodge quarantined the moment she’d told him about yesterday’s deaths. Of course, no one used the word quarantine these days — too frightening for the sensibilities of the modern public, too much like the nineteenth century and its epidemics of smallpox and typhus. The politically correct term was closed to visitors, with instructions to take enquiries to the front desk. The elusive pathogen had become a vicious adversary, its power escalating. The damn thing had killed five people in the past two weeks. Zol found it impossible not to think of the Q-word. He pictured the Prime Minister’s assistant at his desk beneath the Peace Tower, the name Zol Szabo scrawled on his to-do list. 

         Inside the lobby, Zol and Natasha pumped hand sanitizer onto their palms. Zol usually made a show of rubbing a double shot of the pungent antiseptic over every centimetre of his hands. But there was no audience to impress. The common room was dark and deserted. A ball of yarn sat forgotten on a sofa cushion, and pieces of a jigsaw puzzle lay scattered across a card table. 

         He waved away the smell of the alcoholic cleanser and swallowed a cough, then greeted the sombre-faced woman at the reception desk. He explained they were from the health unit, here for another inspection. Her name tag said Maria, and she was in no mood to offer a cheery welcome. She was probably frightened about coming to work, but had no choice if she were to put food on her family’s table — tortillas and refried beans by the whiffs of cumin and chipotle that fought the lingering odour of the sanitizer. Zol’s well-honed sense of smell told him more about a person’s traits and habits than any photograph. He followed Natasha as the woman led them through the hollow, unlit dining room and into the kitchen. 

         The receptionist disappeared without a word, leaving Zol facing Nick, the chef. He of the lukewarm soup Art complained so much about. The man stood two inches taller than Zol, about six-three. He had a slim waist and the cultivated pecs of a cyclist or soccer player who did weights on the side. 

         Nick leaned against his counter, an act of possession. “None of this has anything to do with my kitchen,” he told Zol. “Me and the boys, we run a tight ship. Eh guys?” His prominent brow and massive jaw framed a face that radiated too much confidence for Zol’s liking. 

         Nick’s three helpers, men in their twenties, were absorbed in the chopping, stirring, and plating of impending lunch for thirty. One man was tall and skinny with blue-black skin, perhaps a Somali, Zol thought; one short, Asian, with hooded eyes and a pockmarked face; the third, stocky with a gleaming white scalp. All three raised their heads briefly from their tasks long enough to gape at Natasha.  

         Natasha ignored the stares directed at her discreetly camouflaged cleavage and removed her clipboard from her briefcase, then set about her inspection. She checked the refrigerators and dishwasher for the required temperature probes and asked to see the logs that documented the twice-daily readings. She inspected both sinks and ran the water to be sure it got steamy hot. She checked every cupboard for general cleanliness, then looked more closely for signs of rodents — footprints and droppings. She opened bins of rice and other grains and probed them with a spoon for mould and weevils. She opened the refrigerator and looked in the crisper, sniffed every container, and examined every best-before date. 

         Meanwhile, Zol looked in a few cupboards, then dropped his doctor facade and tried speaking casually with Nick, chef to chef. It took some time for the man to loosen up, but eventually they exchanged details of their culinary training. Zol outlined his studies in Stratford, Ontario, before shifting gears and heading to medical school a decade ago; Nick talked about earning his ticket at Toronto’s George Brown College. They traded stories of chefs who roared at their staff like boot-camp sergeants.  

         As Nick relaxed he pushed up his sleeves. He rubbed at an ugly patch of skin near his right elbow. Was it eczema? Psoriasis? Impetigo? The crusty lesion was perched at the crest of the tattooed waterfall Zol could see cascading down Nick’s forearm. 

         “What are the Oliveiras like to work for?” Zol asked, finding it difficult not to gawk at Nick’s forearm.  

         Nick caught himself scratching and quickly rolled down his sleeves. “Okay, I guess. But you know the Portuguese.” 

         “Sorry?” 

         Nick shrugged and shifted his feet. 

         Zol raised his eyebrows and fixed Nick with his gaze. 

         “Skinflints,” Nick said finally. “Never met a penny they couldn’t squeeze into a dollar’s worth of supplies.” 

         “How does that affect you?” 

         “For one thing, they never let me do none of the shopping.” 

         Zol understood that grumble. A good chef liked to choose his own quality ingredients, the cornerstone of a good meal. 

         A hint of pink flushed Nick’s granite jaw. “Like,” he continued, “I give Gus a shopping list and all, but he never buys me the best stuff. He snaps up the leftover baked goods and produce at closing time, when the store is practically giving them away.” 

         “I see you’ve got a lot of no-name products.” 

         “Nothing wrong with no-name. It’s the wilted veggies I hate. Okay for soups and purées. But a nice Sunday dinner? Forget it.” 

         Puréed meals would be the ultimate drag for a cook. No art in them, and little flavour. But that’s all the Mountain Wing patients would be able to handle without teeth. And most of them had forgotten how to swallow. “I guess you whiz a lot of stuff in the blender in a place like this,” Zol said. 

         Nick gave a rueful smile at being understood by a colleague. “I’ll say.” 

         Natasha pulled a large plastic bag from the bottom of a chest freezer. She grunted at the effort of dislodging it. Frosty condensation obscured the bag’s contents, but Zol could just make out what appeared to be a jumble of vegetables — corn, celery, broccoli, and a couple of beets.  

         “What’s this?” Natasha asked. “This stuff should be labelled and dated.” 

         “Hey —” Nick chuckled “— we use everything up so fast we don’t waste time with dating.” 

         “But what is it?” said Zol. “At least the bag should be labelled.” 

         Nick shrugged. “I can tell they’re veggies.” 

         “All thrown together?” said Natasha. She lifted out another bag. “And what about these?” 

         “Bread and baked goods. Gus puts everything in the freezer after his shopping trips.” 

         Natasha replaced the heavy bags and shut the freezer. “Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter if the vegetables are all mixed up if you’re going to zap them in the blender anyway.” 

         Zol fingered the loonie in his pocket as he watched Nick taste the soup the Asian man with the pockmarked cheeks had been stirring on the stove. Even if the Oliveiras did their shopping at the end of the day, and at down-market places like Food-Club and Price-Slashers, it wouldn’t cause food poisoning. But it bothered him to see good food thrown carelessly together like that. Even if it didn’t violate any regulations, it seemed a sacrilege. The quality of the meals at places like this was a constant preoccupation among the residents. And why not? They had a right to their money’s worth.  

         “What about the meals in the dining room?” Zol asked. “Surely, the Belvedere Wing residents expect good food?” 

         “Yeah,” Nick agreed, “they know a proper meal when they see one. Get gussied up for dinner every night. And won’t touch slimy zucchini or mushy cauliflower, even with the brown spots cut off.” He turned to his helpers and chuckled. “Gus’s beaten-up broccoli comes back untouched every time, eh boys?” 

         The men nodded, tight-lipped, except for the Somali beanpole fellow whose toothy grin lit up his dark face. Zol pictured them scraping “untouched” vegetables off dirty plates and whizzing them into soup. It wouldn’t be so bad if they boiled them before recycling them. Testing the soup for infectious pathogens was suddenly a top priority. 

         Nick chuckled nervously, a cast of guilt in his eyes. “Tranh hates the smell of broccoli no matter how it’s cooked.”  

         While Natasha checked out the pantry, Zol poked around the kitchen. It felt good to be back inside a professional place. His own kitchen gave him a great view over the city and the lake, but a home kitchen was small potatoes. This place had real muscle. The penny-pinching Oliveiras hadn’t scrimped on equipment. The gas stove sported six turbo burners. The pots had thick copper bottoms. And the huge cast-iron frying pan gleamed with the beautifully cured surface only an expert knew how to care for.  

         Zol approached Tranh, the short guy standing by the stove, and asked if he could stir the soup. He’d always loved the satisfaction of swirling a wooden spoon through a hearty mix of stock, herbs, and vegetables. Soup could be difficult — it wasn’t easy to strike the perfect blend of flavours. You didn’t want it tasting as though you’d dropped a mess of leftovers into a pot, added salt and water, and stirred like hell. The only way to get soup right was to gradually adjust the seasonings as you tasted it. This one had the aroma of way too much cilantro, probably added to cover the bitterness of overripe broccoli. He pulled a clean spoon from a drawer and dipped it into the pot, but caught himself before putting the spoon in his mouth. The spoon felt barely warm. He looked at his watch. Eleven forty-five. This batch had a long way to go before it got hot enough for lunch. He took one of Natasha’s specimen containers and filled it with a ladleful of soup. 
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         They wrapped up their inspection with a look at the hot-water tank and a careful assessment of the staff toilet, then returned to the front lobby and asked the receptionist to locate the manager, Gloria Oliveira. 

         The woman at the desk looked no more confident at her station than she had forty-five minutes earlier. She picked up the phone as though it were a hand grenade, then mumbled something into it. “Mrs. Gloria say she down in a few minutes.” The woman hesitated and stared at the closed-to-visitors sign beside her desk. Clearly, she had no idea what to do with visitors when none were allowed. She studied her fingernails, as if drawing inspiration from them, then pointed to a pair of wingback chairs in front of a coffee table in the common room. “Please, sit. Like a coffee?” 

         Zol stifled a shudder and turned to Natasha. There was no mistaking the look on her face. He shook his head for both of them. “Thank you. No.”  

         They settled in the chairs, not for comfort but for the chance to talk out of earshot of the reception desk. 

         “Gloria Oliveira’s got some cheek,” Zol said, “keeping us sitting on our hands down here. Doesn’t she know her licence is on the line?” He’d expected the manager to storm into the kitchen as soon as they arrived. He’d braced for her bravado and solemn assertions that we take food safety extremely seriously here at Camelot Lodge. What was she doing all this time? 

         Natasha tapped her checklist with her slender forefinger. “Nick isn’t among her greatest fans, but he does run a tight kitchen.” Natasha’s parade of brightly coloured shoes had been the talk of the office ever since her arrival, fresh with her Master’s. It seemed her latest indulgence was her fingernails. Today they were varnished the deep red, near purple, of a rich Shiraz. “A couple of minor deviations,” she continued, “but no violations.” 

         “I’m worried about the soup. We’ll see what the lab has to tell us about it.” He pointed to Natasha’s case. “How many samples did you get in total?”  

         “About a dozen. The usual suspects — the ketchup bottle, mayonnaise jar, some slimy lettuce and broccoli from the crisper, a big thing of gravy from the back of the fridge, the drains from the three sinks.” 

         “Unless things have changed since your last inspection, none of those cultures are going to show any pathogens.” 

         “Won’t even show any mould. We’ve been through every crumb in that kitchen before. Ever since their first gastro cases.” She thumbed through her sheets, found what she was looking for, then added, “This whole thing started with four gastros on January eleventh. Total number reported now stands at thirty-one.” She pulled at the curls beside her ear. “And five deaths.” 

         Only three people had died at Camelot in the previous calendar year. It was a wonder the papers hadn’t got hold of the story and done the math. They were bound to soon and shout from the headlines: Cozy Camelot Turns Death Trap. 

         “How many active cases at the moment?” he asked. 

         “It changes every day. But among the independent seniors on the Belvedere Wing, we know about four.” She looked skeptically at her notepad. 

         Zol shared her skepticism. Unreported cases of flu, gastro, and other contagious infections were the bugbears of public health. Getting to the bottom of outbreaks in residential institutions — bringing epidemics under control by isolating their cases and pinpointing their sources — was close to impossible if many of the cases were not reported to the health unit. Even the most conscientious managers fudged the numbers. There was strong incentive for under-reporting: if cases weren’t reported to the authorities, the outbreak didn’t seem so bad, there was little for families to get upset about, life could go on as usual, and the problem might go away on its own.  

         “Did you notice that rash on Nick’s arm?” Zol asked. 

         “That tattoo was gross.” 

         “Dermatitis of some sort. And infected, by the look of it.” He pulled two loonies from his pocket and juggled them. “You know, this could be toxigenic food poisoning — staph aureus from Nick’s rash contaminating everything in that kitchen.” 

         “He let me take a culture of his rash. But I don’t think our problem is staphylococcus aureus. It never showed up in our previous samples. And doesn’t staph food poisoning start with violent vomiting?” 

         “Hurling your guts out is the dominant feature. That hasn’t been the pattern here, eh?”  

         “Abdominal cramps, diarrhea, and fever.” 

         “Staph food poisoning doesn’t cause fever,” Zol said. “But we’ll check it out.” If the swab from Nick’s arm did grow staph aureus, he’d have to ban the chef from the kitchen until the infection was controlled. “Until the results come back, he’ll have to keep that arm covered.” 

         Two minutes later Gloria Oliveira shuffled toward the side exit behind two men in black suits pushing a stretcher. A heavy sheet covered the unmistakable shape of a corpse. Zol watched Gloria’s shoulders heave as she patted the body and watched it disappear into a waiting black van. Camelot’s sixth death since January. 

         Dark circles ringed the woman’s bloodshot eyes as she approached. She wiped the tears from her face, let out a few shuddering breaths, then smoothed her blouse. Zol’s impatience melted at the sight of her distress. 

         “My mother,” she said, blowing her nose. She turned and stared at the side exit. 

         “Your mother?” said Natasha, her eyes wide in disbelief. “Oh my goodness. How awful for you.” 

         “I am so sorry,” said Zol. “Here, you better have a seat.” 

         Gloria sat down and the three of them stared at the carpet in awkward silence.  

         “She refuse to go back to hospital,” Gloria said, finally. “Said she rather die.” 

         “Was she ill for a long time?” asked Zol. It would be easier if the woman’s death was one of those blessings, a release from a drawn-out, painful affliction. 

         “No. Until Christmas, she was perfect. Just a little arthritis and only seventy-six years old. Then, sick three times in one month. And two days ago, sick again. Refuse any doctor see her. Headache last night. High fever this morning. And then . . .” She covered her face. 

         Zol hated to rub salt into the woman’s grief, but he had to ask. “Did your mother have diarrhea?” 

         Too choked up to speak, the poor woman just nodded. 

         Zol knew that Gloria had sponsored her widowed mother’s emigration from Portugal a few years back. Raimunda Ferreira lived with Gus and Gloria in the manager’s apartment. Zol had often seen her dusting the windows, even vacuuming the carpets. Natasha reminded him that Hamish Wakefield had looked after her at Caledonian University Medical Centre in February. She hadn’t had gastro, but septic shock caused by listeria monocytogenes. 

         Zol thought back to a year ago when listeria had turned the country upside down. Two dozen seniors, mostly around Toronto, died after eating deli meats contaminated with listeria monocytogenes bacteria. The source turned out to be cold cuts prepared by a prestigious Canadian meat packer. Under the media spotlight, the provincial Ministry of Health and the federal Food Inspection Agency forced the company into acting swiftly. But it took weeks, and a growing string of deaths, to discover that the listeria was lurking deep inside the factory’s meat-slicing machines. No one could promise that such contamination wouldn’t happen again; it seemed that listeria in deli meat was almost an essential ingredient, like table salt and nitrites. Warnings went out that anyone with a compromised immune system — especially seniors and cancer patients — should never consume ready-to-eat deli meats. But the damn bug was ubiquitous and impossible to avoid completely.  

         Gloria fixed Zol with her gaze. “Doctor — you must tell me where it comes from, my mother’s infection. This fever. The doctors treat her and she get it again.”  

         With Gloria following ministry guidelines about never serving deli meats, had her mother made clandestine trips for salami subs at a franchise sandwich shop? It looked like her final illness was either epidemic gastro that spun out of control, or a relapse of the listeria that had landed her in intensive care back in February. He’d ask the coroner to perform a post-mortem blood culture. If listeria had invaded her bloodstream again, it would show up there. It would be hopeless to ask for a full autopsy. Families never wanted them, and old people’s deaths were never deemed suspicious without undeniable evidence such as neck bruises or gunshot wounds.  

         A few moments later they followed Gloria up the stairs and stood in silence while she unlocked the door to the Mountain Wing. 

         The place looked orderly enough, but the stench was horrendous. The air, thick with the smell of flatus and feces, hit Zol like a punch in the gut. The smell evoked a loathing he knew was bordering on pathological. One of the final torpedoes that sank his doomed marriage to the ever-flaky Francine had been her complete lack of sense of smell. Day after day he’d come home from work to the smell of Max’s dirty diapers rotting in a pail, the house filled with that unbearable stench. And here it was again. He watched Natasha wince at the moaning coming from a room down the hall. The sound was almost as noxious as the smell. The cries told of loneliness and terror, unanswered except by tearful echoes from across the hall. Where were the staff? 

         A compact woman, no more than five feet tall, slipped out of a room. Her pastel top and matching pants had lost all semblance of crispness, and her sweaty brow was framed by strands of straight black hair escaping from barrettes askew on her head.  

         Gloria pocketed her Kleenex and straightened her shoulders. “Amelia,” she called as the nurse dashed toward another room. “Dr. Szabo is here from health department. I want you to show him around.” Gloria caught Zol’s eye and continued, “Show him what a good job you girls do with isolation and hand washing.” She flicked her gaze to the bottle of hand sanitizer on the wall. 

         The nurse turned and quickly pumped a measure into her palm.  

         Zol smiled at the diminutive woman staring at her shoes, clearly tired and apprehensive, yet rubbing her hands extra vigorously. He turned to Gloria and asked, “How many nurses do you have on this ward?” 

         “Staff of ten.”  

         Zol looked up and down the hallway. This was a small ward with a pair of two-bed rooms on either side of the corridor, a nursing station at the far end, an alcove packed with supplies, a tub room, a staff toilet, and a couple of utility rooms. Where was the bustle? A staff of ten should make a lot more commotion than was evident here. 

         Natasha’s eyes swept the bleak cinderblock landscape. “And how many are on duty at the moment?” 

         Gloria bit her lip. “Two. Amelia is the RN and we have Cora, fully qualified PSW.” 

         Just one nurse and a personal support worker to feed and bathe and medicate and clean up after eight incontinent, elderly patients with the runs? It was absurd. And impossible. 

         The Mountain Wing was officially a nursing home that fell under a litany of regulations from the province’s Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. In contrast, the Belvedere Wing was officially a retirement residence; governments left those places alone, unregulated. It looked like Gloria Oliveira was playing loose with ministry staffing standards in the Mountain Wing. 

         “How many patients do you have here?” Zol asked. 

         “The ward holds eight,” she said. 

         “And the beds are full?” 

         “One is free.” 

         Natasha opened her briefcase and pulled out her pen and notepad. “And how many have diarrhea?” 

         Gloria looked to Amelia for the answer. “Three,” Amelia whispered. 

         “We don’t have reports of any of them,” said Natasha. “Only the four in the Belvedere Wing.” 

         Gloria bristled. “They just started this morning.” 

         Zol studied the hallway again. There were no isolation carts outside any of the rooms. No easy access to gowns and gloves for the beleaguered staff rushing from patient to patient. No wonder gastro was flying through the Lodge. If he didn’t get this place sorted out in the next few days, Peter Trinnock would see him dispatched to North Overshoe, if only to satisfy the Prime Minister. 

         “Where are the isolation carts?” he asked. 

         Gloria pointed to a doorway down the hall. “In the utility room.” 

         “You need to put them outside every door,” said Zol. 

         Gloria looked surprised at such a revelation. “We got only one cart.” 

         “Ideally,” said Natasha, “you should have four. One for each room.” 

         “But this is small ward. Where we put three carts?” 

         “You could place the cart in the hallway where it’s easy to access,” said Natasha. “And make sure the staff always wear gloves when in contact with patients and their . . .” She paused, searching for a discreet way to phrase it. “Secretions.” 

         Gloria frowned and crossed her arms. Zol sensed her tallying the cost of purchasing hundreds of vinyl gloves and laundering scores of isolation gowns. Infection control didn’t come cheap, but this was a virulent strain. One that may have cost her own mother her life. 
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