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ONE

SHE MADE ME do it. Stupid bloody cow. Always fussing around, watching me. Who asked her?


He wipes the last of the mess from the floor and struggles to his feet.


What did she expect me to do? I warned her. Snooping into things that aren’t her business. Spying. Now look what she made me do.


Tossing the filthy towel into the open trunk he slumps against the back of the car, breathing hard and struggling to catch his breath.


This is where that gets you. Stupid cow. It’s not my fault.


He slams the trunk shut and makes his way back into the house then slumps into his chair as darkness falls.





TWO


Tuesday


“BODY PARTS BEFORE breakfast isn’t how I was hoping to start my day,” Vogel grumbles as he climbs in the car. He looks like death warmed over. Probably hungover.


“I’ll buy you pancakes after, as a consolation prize.”


“Waffles, please.” Vogel groans then pops a couple of painkillers as I pull out into traffic. “Late night.” He leans his head against the headrest and closes his eyes and his self-satisfied expression says he’d really like me to ask how his date went, but I don’t bite. I have no interest and know he’ll tell me soon enough, whether I want him to or not.


“Where are we going?” he mumbles.


“Just the other side of Gravelly Bay. You could probably have seen it from your balcony, if you were paying attention.”


“What is it, exactly?”


“An arm.” Vogel looks relieved. I get it; an arm’s not so bad, given the options. “Found by a guy who was out kayaking. Just floated by as he was launching off the beach by that little point near the Yacht Club.”


Within a few minutes we’re at the crime scene. The severed arm is now up on the beach, thanks to the work of one of the uniformed constables, who is now soaking wet wet from the waist down. They’re both now keeping a close eye on it, as if they’re afraid it might crawl away.


The constables fall back to allow Vogel and I a better look, but I’m not in any rush to get closer. From where I’m standing I can see the arm is decomposed and bloated, the skin slimy and yellowish. I’m sure if Vogel gets any closer he’ll puke.


“It doesn’t really look like a human body part at all,” one of them says. “Not at first glance. I’m surprised the kayaker even noticed it.”


“He thought it was a dead carp,” the other chimes in.


“Where is he now—the guy who found the arm?”


“Just over there,” the constable indicates a figure sitting on a bench in the parking lot. “He’s not feeling so great.” The kayaker is wearing a wetsuit and has his back determinedly to the arm. He’s not risking another look.


“You’ve taken his statement and contact information?” The constable nods. “Then let him go home. There’s no need for him to hang around any longer.”


I take a deep breath and walk over to the arm, with Vogel and one of the constables following behind.


“Where do you suppose it’s from?” I have to force myself to look more closely at it. I think it’s male, given its size, but maybe that’s from being in the water. Not sure if the bloating would make it seem bigger. “No distinguishing features that I can see—no tattoos, no watch or jewellery. It’s just an arm, torn off somewhere above the elbow.”


“Torn off?”


“Yeah I’d say so. It definitely doesn’t look like a clean cut.”


“Where do you suppose it’s from?” Vogel looks out across Lake Erie. He’s doing his best to not actually look at the severed arm. “A boat out there, maybe a body dump?”


“Or just some poor drowned guy whose arm got torn off by a passing propeller.” There’s nothing more to see, so we head back to the parking lot to wait for the Forensic Services Unit.


“We need to contact Missing Persons… see if anyone’s been reported.”


“Wonder where he went in,” Vogel says, still scanning the shoreline. “There’s not a lot of current here on the bay.”


“From the canal, maybe?” one of the Constables interjects. “The Welland Canal locks move about twenty million gallons of water in ten minutes. Maybe when the lock opened the water just… flushed the arm out?”


“It’s a thought…” Vogel begins, looking intrigued at the idea.


“… Doubtful,” a voice interrupts. It’s Jun Song, a Special Constable with FSU, who has just arrived. “Generally speaking,” she continues, “water flows downhill—that is, from Lake Erie toward Lake Ontario. The lock doesn’t discharge that huge volume of water in this direction—it’s going the other way.” She gives the Constable a look to make sure he understands. I see his forehead is wrinkled in thought. Nope, he doesn’t.


“So,” Vogel says. “It seems unlikely the arm came from someone passing through the canal.”


Jun holds up her hand. “I’m not the expert here,” she says. “We’ll have to wait for Todor.” I can’t suppress a groan. Todor is a dick and I know from bitter experience he’s not going to give us anything. Vogel and Jun grin.


“Is there any chance we’ll find fingerprints,” I ask with a glance at the rotting arm.


“Maybe,” Jun says with a shrug. “It depends on the amount of decomposition. There is technology to lift fingerprints from severely decomposed bodies.”


“Really?”


“Not here, of course,” Jun says, her brow furrowed in thought as she studies the arm. “We’d need to send it into CFS.” The Center of Forensic Sciences in Toronto is the leading forensic scientific lab in North America, with facilities far beyond anything we’ve got in the Niagara Region.


“It depends on how long it’s been submerged, how many predators might have had a nibble…” Jun continues, as she inspects the arm. “Water’s been cold, which helps reduce bacteria. But sure, the technology exists. They inject the artery with formaldehyde and various agents—basically embalming it to stop decomp. Then they reconstruct the flesh volume of the finger pads so they can get a print. I understand the quality is pretty good,” she says. “All things considered…”


An SUV pulls into the parking lot. It’s Todor, the Coroner on duty. I immediately head for my car, leaving the chat to Vogel. I am not in the mood to deal with Todor today.


Even though Vogel had three cups of coffee to wash down his waffles he’s still barely awake when we leave the restaurant, but at least he doesn’t look green. He tosses me the car keys and climbs into the passenger seat, which irritates me. Our understanding is that he drives whenever we work together—because he enjoys it and I don’t, and now I’m going to have to reverse out of a tight spot.


“So who is this guy again?” Vogel rubs his eyes and looks pathetic.


“Seriously? Did you sleep through the briefing yesterday?” My irritation grows when I check the rearview mirror. Damn. Some jerk has blocked the car in, probably in a rush to get the breakfast special. I try to back out of the narrow parking spot and fail.


I reverse and take another try at it. Fail.


“Shaun Pearson.” I put the car into drive and take another shot, turning the wheel and creeping forward. “He’s on day parole, residing at the halfway house on Main Street. Last seen before he went to visit the family home on Sunday morning. Father’s Day.”


“What’s his family say?”


“They wouldn’t open the door to him, so he left a card in the mailbox. They say they last saw him walk away, down the street.”


“Happy families, eh?” Vogel shakes his head. “Wait a minute,” his eyes snap open. “Father’s Day was two days ago. Why didn’t the halfway house report it when he was first in breach of parole?”


“You tell me.”


I tense as the car bumper scrapes against the brick wall. Damn. Damn. Damn. Vogel wipes the smile off his face, but not before I see it. He knows to keep his mouth shut. I’d kill him if he tried to tell me how to drive.


“Probably some bureaucrat was hoping to avoid paperwork.”


“Did they put a shot of cynicism in your coffee?” Vogel laughs. “Or are you just pissed off about scratching the car?”


“Why would I be pissed off? It’s your car Vogel—mine’s in the shop so I borrowed yours. Remember?”


As we drive past City Hall we have to slow down to get past a media scrum. There are satellite news trucks and reporters blocking the street out front. Margaret Lawrence, one of our local Councillors, is standing on the top step behind a podium covered in microphones. She’s flanked by the Co-Councillor from her Ward and the Mayor, showing their support.


“Asking the media to respect her family’s privacy at this difficult time?”


Nude photos of Councillor Lawrence were leaked online last week, creating a media sensation across the province. She’d told us—the police—that she was being blackmailed. But she’d called his bluff and refused to pay him what he demanded. This is the result—embarrassment all around and local government doing frantic damage control.


“Doubt it. She’s lost her privacy and her dignity. Now she’s losing her job.”


We cross the bridge over the canal and drive along the island, heading for downtown. I can see the sparkling water of Lake Erie, glistening in the brilliant summer sun. It’s going to be hot later today, but since it’s a weekday there aren’t many boats out on the water yet.


“Didn’t we just do this last month?” Vogel says. “Seriously. It feels like these guys are being released on parole and end up just walking away. I’ve never returned one yet.”


“Eight have gone missing in the past two years,” I say. “Which you’d know if you’d been paying attention during the briefing.”


Vogel gets no argument from me. Offenders like Shaun Pearson may be released to halfway houses on day parole to serve out their sentences in the community. But they’re under strict conditions—or they’re supposed to be, and one of those is to return nightly to the halfway house. Eight of them didn’t comply, nine if you count Shaun Pearson.


There’d been a lot of resistance to the residential facility opening in the first place. The general public disapproved and several people were very vocal about it. Put that shit in Niagara Falls. Not here. There was a Letter to the Editor in the paper just last week criticizing the halfway house and its negative impact on the community. Another prisoner breaking parole and going on the run isn’t going to look good if word gets out.


Heated debates had gone on for weeks in Council, and legal wrangling for months before that, around the zoning change required to turn a private home into a multiple residence. Once the zoning was changed it would allow for any kind of future development, including condominiums and hotels—and they felt that kind of precedent spelled the end of the heritage district of downtown.


But really, the biggest concern was having these ex-cons and addicts in town at all. Even though there were only going to be a couple of dozen living at Kerr Residence at any one time, nobody felt reassured.


“The locals didn’t want these guys living in their neighbourhood in the first place,” Vogel says. “They sure won’t want to hear another one is at large. Can’t say I blame them.”


“Look on the bright side Vogel. He might be dead.”





THREE

KERR RESIDENCE IS housed in one of the Town’s designated heritage properties in the heart of downtown, in the oldest residential area in town.


“It’s a beautiful home,” Vogel says, standing back to admire the three-story building. “Italianate style. Look at those elaborate eaves and ornate cornices.” I try not to roll my eyes as he shows off, but I can’t deny the house is beautiful.


There’s an historical plaque out front and I pause to read it while Vogel goes on about the architecture. The original house was built in 1865 for a local merchant and at one time the property included stables, a smokehouse, and a carriage house. For the past hundred and fifty years it has been occupied by several generations of the Kerr family, until it was donated to the Town and recently turned into a halfway house.


We need to pass the security entrance to get inside, then we take a seat in the lounge area and wait for our meeting with Joan Morton, the social worker who’s run the facility since it opened two years ago.


I feel the dark cloud of resentment forming over my head the minute we’re inside, so heavy that I’m surprised Vogel can’t see it. Of course, he’s caught up in whatever text conversation he’s now having on his phone, oblivious to my mood. Probably with whoever kept him up late last night, which leaves me free to look around the room and not have to engage in chatter.


This must have been the front parlour of the original home and it doesn’t seem to have been too badly damaged by the conversion from heritage family home to a residential facility for parolees. The original leaded glass windows and carved wood trim are all still in good shape, as is the hardwood floor. But then, I’m only seeing the main room. I expect the upper floors would tell a different story, as they’d have been made into some kind of dormitory for the group home.


Group home. Nothing like the one I’d lived in, for over a year after I’d been released from hospital. I can still remember how it smelled, even though I’ve worked hard all these years trying to put it all out of my mind, but never able to since it keeps coming up in my nightmares.


On a stand in the corner there’s a television, playing with the sound off. Below it on some shelves are stacks of board games, books and magazines. There are two men playing cards at a table in the corner and a couple of younger guys on a couch by the picture window. They’re just sitting in silence, amiably looking out at the world passing by. I still remember the endless days and empty hours I spent at the group home, staring out the window, wondering what would happen to me. Not belonging anywhere. Not wanted anywhere. I feel a rush of emotion so strong I don’t know if I want to burst into tears or smash something to pieces. I hate it here.


One of the guys on the couch suddenly turns his head and looks at me, his expression intense. It’s as if he can hear what I’m thinking. He comes over to sit next to me, too close for comfort. He’s wearing a huge shapeless grey hoodie, big enough to hide inside, baggy jeans and new trainers.


“I heard you calling me,” he whispers. He’s nervous, keeps his head down, face averted. “I’m here now.”


“Pardon?”


“You called. I heard the voices calling, over and over. It was your voice.” He looks at me. “I know it was your voice. It had to be.”


He reaches his hand out toward me and touches my wrist. I instinctively recoil and he gives me a sad smile.


“I love days like this. The trees are so… so green. And the sky. It’s blue. Right?” He looks at me for approval. “Not red.”


Vogel puts his phone away. I can feel him tense as he overhears the conversation.


“Blue, definitely.” That earns me another smile.


“Can I ask you a question?”


I shrug. “Sure.”


“Are you real?”


“I am real, yes. Definitely.”


He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes in relief.


Joan Morton enters the lounge and waves us into her office. She looks like a typical social services stooge; another pencil pusher, paper shuffler, and bureaucrat mouthing platitudes. I had my fill of those before I was thirteen years old. I hate her on sight and drag my feet behind Vogel, dreading this interview.


“I expect you’re here about Shaun Pearson,” Morton says as the door closes behind us. The sound it makes as it locks is so loud I flinch and it brings on a memory rush that I work hard to suppress. I work to control the panic rising in my chest and have to clutch at the back of a chair to steady myself for a moment.


“We understand he didn’t report in last Sunday?” Vogel says, taking a seat across from her. I prefer to stand, as far away from her as possible.


I wonder if Vogel’s noticed my momentary lapse, but decide I can’t worry about it. I’ve worked with him long enough that he’s seen it before and to his credit he doesn’t push. Mostly.


Morton looks distracted and she shuffles papers on her desk and checks her computer screen, for so long I think she’s avoiding meeting our eyes, that she’s hiding something. Then I realize she’s hiding the fact that she has absolutely no idea what’s going on in the facility, and she doesn’t care why we’re here, not really. My temper flares, but I take a deep breath and count to ten, intensely annoyed with Morton and trying to control myself. It doesn’t work.


“Hardly a trivial thing,” I snap and Vogel turns in his seat to give me a warning look. I ignore him. “Why didn’t you report it immediately?”


Starting out in an openly aggressive and adversarial way isn’t going to help anything, but I can’t help myself. Morton handles it better than I would.


“It was believed Shaun would be back the next day,” she says. “It was thought he’d just had an argument with his father and was taking some time to cool off.” Her use of the passive voice just irritates me more. “It was decided we’d give him some time.”


“Why do…” Vogel begins.


“By whom?” I demand, interrupting him. “Who made that decision, exactly?” I hear Vogel sigh then he leans back in his chair. He knows there’s nothing he can do to stop me now. “I think we need to speak with the staff who work directly with Shaun.”


Morton gives me a look, her eyebrow arched. “I take full responsibility for that,” she says. “It was my decision.” This is all about damage control. She’s not about to let us talk to the counsellors who might have something to tell us. Morton works in the office and I bet she’s never even met these parolees. They’re just names on a piece of paper to her.


“I expect you just didn’t want to have it on record that another parolee violated,” I say.


Morton glares at me. “That’s not the reason,” she says. “I was being kind.”


I doubt she’s got a kind bone in her body. “It wouldn’t look good on you. What number does this make it? Nine? Seems very high…”


“Eight. The numbers here at Kerr Residence are completely within average norms,” she says. “There is no concern.”


I’m stunned. “No concern? No wonder there was such resistance from the community at your being here. If it’s completely average that eight parolees violate probation.”


Morton glares and me, her lips pinched tight in anger. I realize I’ve gone too far, but it’s too late now.


“Why did you think Shaun Pearson had an argument with his father?” Vogel takes over the interview, giving me a look that I know is intended to make me back off. I step back and Morton looks visibly relieved to be dealing with the good cop—not the crazy, angry cop.


“He’d signed out to visit him… it was Father’s Day, as you know— a particularly difficult day for most of our residents. When Shaun said he was going to see his father, we had an idea what might happen…”


“You know his father?” I interrupt, and Vogel shoots me a look.


“No, not exactly. We only know whatever Shaun has shared with the team in group sessions or in passing conversation.” Again her gaze drifts off to her computer. God, this woman.


“So you guessed how it would go?” Vogel asks.


She nods, reading from the screen. “And I was right. Our first call when a resident doesn’t sign in is always to the family—or to wherever the resident has signed out to go visit. His father was… not pleasant.”


“So, what did you do then?” Vogel says.


Nothing, I expect. Morton’s a typical pencil pusher. Just like the ones at the group home, the ones who did nothing, and so nothing happened except I got beaten up, again. All they cared about then was covering their asses, which I’m sure is the only concern Morton has now.


Morton’s tone is conciliatory as she pastes on a diplomatic smile. “Despite what you may have heard about this facility, none of our residents are dangerous criminals or violent offenders. No sexual predators or pedophiles here. Most are young offenders.”


“What kind of crimes are we talking about then?”


“Drugs, mostly trafficking. Robbery, extortion, fraud, firearms…”


“Sounds dangerous enough to me…” I mutter under my breath but they both hear me.


Morton looks at me. “You never made a mistake when you were young, detective?”


I have to take a deep breath to stop myself speaking. She has no idea. If I told her half the mistakes I’d made in my life her head would explode. I’m about to make this the worst meeting of her life when Vogel interrupts.


“What do you suppose Shaun Pearson did after he left his father’s home?”


“It’s difficult to guess,” she says. Morton directs her answers to Vogel and even turns slightly in her chair to screen me. Not a good idea. “He might have met a familiar face and gone off with them.”


“So you don’t think he broke parole?”


“No, I do not. Shaun was a first offender. He did well while in prison and he was definitely on track for full parole.” She shuffles some papers around on her desk and shrugs. “He just… disappeared.”


“What do you mean, he just disappeared?!?!?” I start, but again Vogel cuts me off.


“Any substance abuse issues? Addictions?”


She shakes her head. “Many of our residents are in some kind of rehab, but not Shaun. He’s clean.” She looks thoughtful for a moment. “I had thought that maybe he’d gone on a bender.”


“He drinks?”


“Well, no… certainly not here. Residents are required to abstain from alcohol and drugs as a condition of their release—and to refrain from associations with people involved in criminal activity.”


Morton sees me roll my eyes and she gets defensive.


“We’re very proud of our security here, detective. We conduct random breathalyzer and urinalysis tests to ensure its integrity. We do physical checks, we have video surveillance, and we carefully document all the residents’ movements.”


“And yet Shaun Pearson is missing.” I’m not letting her off the hook.


“I thought that maybe after being rejected by his father he might have found one of his old buddies and had a few drinks.”


“And then he what, he missed the bus, didn’t make curfew, and he figured Screw it, I’ll just stay away?” I hear Vogel take a deep breath.


“Something like that,” she says. “It was thought he’d just come back the next day.”


“Look—we’re like a family here.” What a crock of bullshit. I doubt any of the residents buy into it and have to wonder if she thinks we do. “We try very hard to make the residents feel safe, feel part of our community.” I have to fight to keep my eyes from rolling.


“What about Shaun Pearson’s mental health?” Vogel asks. “Could he have killed himself?” Not that any bodies have been reported, but it could take a few days for someone to wash up on the beach. I try not to think about the arm found floating in the bay.


“I doubt that very much. Jay—who you met in the lounge? He’s schizophrenic and not doing so well with his meds. But Shaun had no mental health issues, no depression. He was… fine.”


“Is Jay also a parolee?”


Morton shakes her head. “He attends our adult mental health day program.


“{In addition to providing transitional support to those leaving prison, we also work with community support networks and provide them a space to meet clients and offer counselling, as well as mental health support, crisis intervention and controlled medication distribution.”


“For addicts?”


“For those withdrawing from dependency.” She glares at me, then turns and addresses Vogel, again cutting me out of the conversation.


“Tell us about Kerr Residence,” Vogel says. “You seem to do good work.” He’s good at talking with people, with gaining their trust, and I’m sure nothing will make Morton happier than blowing her own horn.


“This facility was very controversial when it opened,” she continues. “There were fierce battles fought over it and they are still going on, two years later. But when the last owner died, the building was left to the community specifically for charitable purposes.


“It sat vacant for a long time,” she says. “Too long, while the Trustees dealt with the options for its use. All sorts of people had to weigh in—-or got to weigh in, shall I say—pitching their case for why they should have it. Local groups, regional groups. It should have been dealt with much faster, much sooner. Anyway, the social services won the tender. They had the funding available to renovate it as needed.”


“Renovate?”


“Whatever group the building went to would have to make interior adjustments to it, allowing for public washrooms, disabled access, offices, whatever they needed to make the space functional. In our case, they also made a big kitchen, ten single bedrooms and six double, most with ensuite bathrooms.”


“And security?”


“Of course. That was a priority. This residence is staffed twenty-four hours a day. All exterior doors are locked and alarmed after midnight, until six am. And security cameras monitor all exterior doors as well as the property around the building.


“And yet eight of your residents have gone missing from the facility since it opened,” I say. I can’t help myself from sniping. “That seems like a lot.”


“The national average rate of failure is around thirty-five percent. So maybe slightly higher than average.” I’d love to argue with her but there’s no way I can do the math in my head.


I don’t understand how eight men going missing from Kerr Residence over the past two years hasn’t made the media. Did the Ministry of Correctional Services suppress it? Certainly Joan Morton wouldn’t have wanted that information out in public, but how hadn’t anyone in the police force flagged it as a trend, or at least questioned the security of the facility?


“And of these men who’ve gone missing… I assume many of them have been re-arrested? Are they back in prison?”


“Not that I’m aware,” she says after a moment. “But, if they were found out of province I wouldn’t necessarily even know about it. The information isn’t always shared as it should be.”


“Or, they could be living their lives out in the world,” Vogel says. “Free as birds.”


Or maybe they aren’t living at all, anywhere. They could all be dead. Maybe someone’s been killing them, undetected and unsuspected, for the last two years.





FOUR

THE MINUTE WE’RE back outside Vogel is back on his phone again. Now it’s well past irritating.


“Vogel,” I hold my hand over the screen so he can’t see his texts. “What the actual fuck are you doing? You’ve been on the phone all morning—except when you were about to throw up.”


His embarrassed expression makes me forgive him, a little. “Sorry. It’s just… last night…”


“What about last night? Your hot date? The one that clearly kept you up all night?” Vogel’s history with women is long, unrewarding and exhausting to hear about. He meets someone he likes, falls deeply in lust for a few days or a few weeks, then she’s gone, never to be spoken of again. Based on his behaviour this morning, we’re in the first phase.


“C’mon Gauthier.” He’s getting irritated, but I don’t care. “Give me a break.”


“No! I won’t give you a break. You’re always on your damn phone. It’s annoying and rude.”


“I’m not always on my phone,” he snaps. “But speaking of annoying—look in the mirror. And while you’re at it, try angry. If I hadn’t taken over in that meeting you’d have blown a fuse with Morton. You went way past rude into belligerent, provoking her like that. What’s your issue? You’ve been nothing but pissy and unpleasant for ages. I understand Maja’s leaving, but…”


“Mind your own damn business,” I cut him off. “If I’m angry I’ve got my reasons.” Vogel immediately looks so regretful I melt slightly. “Let’s get a coffee. You drive, I’ll buy.”


Vogel starts the car without another word and heads into traffic, leaving me with my thoughts. He’s right. I’m always angry, and it’s got nothing to do with Maja. Well, almost nothing.


After the time in the group home I was placed with a foster family for over a year, where I worked very hard to be the model child: obedient, polite, helpful and perfect in every way. It worked. They’d adopted me and changed my name to Lucy Gauthier. I’d worked so hard to become someone new I’d almost forgotten that little girl. With any luck one day she’ll be gone forever and I won’t have to hide behind the mask, afraid to show myself to the world.


But I can’t help showing myself. Every time I unleash my anger, I know the real me comes out— if only for a little while, for just long enough to remind me I’m still there.


We’re sitting in Gateway Park near Bridge 19 over the Welland Canal, enjoying the morning sun. I’m trying to enjoy my coffee but Vogel is explaining the heritage value of Bridge 19 to me in excruciating detail. His interest in architecture is exhausting.


“It’s a classic old bascule bridge, Gauthier. The engineering on those is phenomenal. It’s like a drawbridge, open at the top. See?” He’s pointing out the features while I make appropriately interested noises. “It’s a rolling bridge—do you see that huge counterweight? And the rollers? The counterweight rolls back and the bridge swings up out of the way so the ships can pass along the canal. You wouldn’t want to get stuck under one of those rollers while the bridge is in motion.”


All I see is a grey metal bridge, one of the several in town I’ve driven over for years. Some lift up, like the Clarence Street bridge, and some swing up, like the one on Main Street, but apart from that they only time I notice them is when I’ve got to wait to cross the canal. This bridge is currently closed for repair, and now that Vogel has pointed them out to me, I can clearly see the enormous twin roller tracks on either side of the platform. He’s right. I wouldn’t want to be crushed under one as it rolls.


Vogel points out the windows on the bridge tender house. They’re boarded up and have been for decades now. “All of the Canal bridges are remotely operated now. Shame, really. They could have kept those original windows in place, for the heritage value.”


We watch as two men wearing high-visibility vests and hard hats walk near the bridge. They look like a survey crew or maybe civil engineers. There’s a white van parked next to the bridge, its back doors open.


Suddenly a couple of cruisers with their flashers going pull up to near side of the bridge, just a few hundred yards from us. Vogel and I dump our coffees and run over, arriving just behind the uniformed constables.


The two men are staring at a computer monitor, with horrified expressions at what they’re seeing. Suddenly a diver pops up out of the water, pulling off his mask and regulator.


“Oh my god,” he’s gasping. “I just puked in my regulator!” He’s swearing and rinsing his mask and mouthpiece in the water then he swims over to the ladder they’ve suspended from the side of the canal and climbs up.


“Jesus! What the hell is that?!?!” He’s pale and looks like he might pass out so one of the constables leads him over to the van and sits him down.


Vogel and I approach the two men at the monitor. “What’s happening here, Sir?”


“I just called it in,” one of them says. “I called 911.” The other keeps looking down into the water, a disgusted expression on his face.


“Sir?” I repeat. “What is it? Is someone still in the water?”


He looks up at me, wild eyed, and steps away from the monitor. “Look!” he says. “Look at them!”


I step forward and look into the black and white monitor he has set up on a worktable and see nothing, except some murky water and shadows passing in front of the light cast by the underwater camera connected to the monitor.


“What am I supposed to see?”


The guy looks at me like I’m stupid or crazy. “Dead people!” Then he bursts into hysterical laughter. “I see dead people…” I hear the diver in the van vomit again.


Vogel and I exchange a look. Is this guy okay?


“There are bodies down there,” the second man says, as he steps forward and takes charge. “Lots of them.” He stands at the monitor and takes control of the remote camera. “Look. Now.”


Vogel and I lean in for a closer look then immediately recoil as the camera swims past the decaying face of a corpse. Then the camera pulls back and I can see a full body, standing vertical and swaying gently in the current. The camera moves again and bumps up against another body, this time almost skeletonized, its remaining clothes hanging off bare shoulder bones.


“How many are there?” I hear Vogel ask as I get on the radio and call it in.





FIVE

WITHIN AN HOUR FSU has arrived and a screen has been set up to shield the scene from the public view. At least the bridge is already closed so we won’t need to deal with irate citizens unable to cross the canal via their usual route onto the island. With luck anyone driving past will assume the extra activity is just part of the ongoing bridge restoration. The media isn’t yet aware of the discovery and we mean to keep it that way for as long as possible. Lucky for us they’re busy with the Councillor’s nude photo scandal.


Vogel and I are interviewing the civil engineers and diver who discovered the bodies when I notice DS Agu has come out to the scene. Detective Sergeant Quinn Agu is my boss, and he’s probably the most impressive police officer I’ve known.


“Uh oh. Dad’s here,” Vogel says when I nudge him. “He knows this is going to be a high profile shit show.”


I’m actually relieved Agu is here. It takes the pressure off us. He can run the investigation and own the big decisions, which will probably end up biting him at some point when this does become a high profile shit show. How could it not? It’ll also allow Vogel and I to get on with the preliminary questioning.


“Sorry, who is your employer again?” I turn back to ask one of the inspectors.


“The St. Lawrence Seaway Management Corporation,” he says, glancing at my notebook to make sure I’m writing it down correctly. “We’re independent consultants, hired to do inspections for them.”


“What are you inspecting? The bridge?”


He nods. “The footings, as part of the bridge rehabilitation. We’re also inspecting the canal floor and the gates at Lock 8.”


“Is there a structural problem with the bridge?” Vogel asks.


“Not that we’ve noticed yet. We’re always inspecting, looking for wear or corrosion, or maybe damage if a vessel might have struck something on its way through the canal.”


“And you use this monitor and remote camera? Why the diver then?”


“The camera doesn’t always have great resolution in murky water, or if there’s debris. So the diver will go down and do a visual inspection if needed. He’s like a back up.”


I look over at the diver, still sitting miserably in the back of the van. He’ll never forget swimming right into a forest of dead bodies. Poor guy.


“The camera streams a black and white live feed,” he continues. “But it records in high resolution. In colour.” I see him shudder.


“We’re going to need that footage,” I say as DS Agu joins us.


“It’s of no use to me. Believe me, I never want to see it again.”


I take a deep breath, dreading what I need to do now. “Can you please let us take a look at the footage now? Best quality you’ve got.”


Within a minute he has set up the video and pressed play, before turning his back on the monitor. He clearly does not want to see those images again.


This time the high-resolution footage is eerily clear and distinct, and in colour. And, even though it’s still shadowy, the light cast by the camera is bright. We can clearly see the tea-brown water flowing through the underwater vegetation. The camera tracks smoothly, swimming through flecks of underwater debris. It’s peaceful, almost serene, until it turns left and reveals what was once a human face, its flesh now bloated and pure white in the camera’s light. The eye sockets are empty. The camera keeps moving past the face, tracking further left until a minute or so later it reveals another body. Mercifully this time it’s a back view and we can see longish hair flowing like grass above a spinal cord protruding from what remains of a torso. Then the camera cuts off and the monitor screen goes black.


DS Agu joins Vogel and I and we review the footage a second time.


“I don’t need to see that again,” Vogel mutters as he returns to interview the witnesses. “Guess it’s no mystery where that arm came from now, is it?”


Agu watches in silence, then gets on his phone. He orders in police divers and an underwater rescue unit, and additional forensic support from Toronto. I have no doubt he’ll get exactly what he asks for, at lightning speed. When Agu says jump the only question is how high? He may be just a Detective Sergeant in the Niagara Regional Police Homicide Unit, but his bearing and his deep, resonant voice command respect. And fear, in me at least.


There’s nothing much for Vogel and I to do once we’ve finished the preliminary interviews with the diver and two inspectors. But there’s no way I’m leaving the scene; I’m staying for as long as it takes us to fully investigate and retrieve the bodies from the canal.


We’ve had no choice but to stop all ship traffic, both downstream from Lake Erie and upstream from Lake Ontario, with the full cooperation of the St. Lawrence Seaway Corporation. The huge freighters and assorted pleasure boats will have to hold their positions out in the water until we’ve cleared the canal. And as soon as we do that we know there’s no hope of containing the story. Word will spread and we’ll have a crowd to contain and media to feed.


I call Maja to let her know I’ll be late but have to leave a message when she doesn’t pick up. I’m ashamed of myself, but my first thought is that she’s avoiding my call. I can’t help it. As the time for her to leave gets closer I get more anxious that she’s never coming back to me. A refugee camp in Bangladesh working with Doctors Without Borders is a lifetime away from what we have together here.


It seems like all we do is argue lately, which is the last thing I want to do. She’s going away for at least six months and I want our last days together to be happy ones, ones that we’ll both remember, and ones that she’ll be eager to come home to. But despite everything our conversations end up in a spat, and the romantic evenings we’ve planned end up as quarrels. No wonder she’s avoiding my calls.


Daylight is fading as I walk over to the end of the bridge. They’re already setting up work lights and that’ll bring a crowd in no time, like moths to a flame. I brief the constables on duty and suggest they call for reinforcements; they’re going to need them. There’s already a small crowd forming, just of dog walkers and cyclists—people normally passing through the park. But that’ll grow exponentially over the next few hours.


“You there,” an older man in a fishing hat calls me over. His tone is belligerent and angry, which is guaranteed to piss me off. I may be a public servant, but I don’t like being summoned.


“Someone jumped off the bridge, right?” A woman says, looking excited at the prospect. “Damn kids are always…”


“I demand to know what’s going on,” the man in the fishing hat talks over her. “We have a right to know.” He looks around for agreement from the rest of the crowd that’s forming. I hear some murmurs of agreement and take a deep breath to calm myself. There’s always one like this in every crowd, and it’s usually some old white guy, a nosy parker disguising himself as a concerned citizen.


“There’s been an incident, Sir.” I try to maintain an appropriate tone. God forbid we trample on his rights. “Please Sir,” I continue before ask another question, working hard to keep the irritation out of my voice. “We need everyone to stay clear of the area. Please move back, now.”


He glares at me as I wave over one of the constables to better manage the group of rubberneckers and to deal with entitled fishing hat guy.


I’m not the person who should be dealing with the public. It’s not something I’m any good at or that I have any interest in. I’m not diplomatic or sensitive or even aware of how I come across—at least that’s what I’ve been told, on several occasions. Apparently even my No Comment has attitude, if you believe some people.


Public Information Officers are specially trained in dealing with the public and especially the media. PIOs are adept at handling media questions as well—and as I see a satellite news truck pull up I wish we had one present and in the meantime, media need to be barred from the crime scene. I advise the constables and then beat a hasty retreat. Let someone else deal with them.


When I get back to the bridge the emergency lights are all on. Ten thousand lumens of LED light makes it feel as bright as the surface of the sun. There are several Nomads on tripods, all powered by a generator in one of the police vans.
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