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“A traditional mystery complicated by the characters’ desires to keep secrets and the self-serving manipulations of others . . . A good read with urban grit and a spicy climax.” —The Hamilton Spectator

“A mystery that fits the bill.” – National Post

“The novel’s short, punchy chapters whisk the story along to a thrilling climax, while the characters’ relationships and rivalries provide a strong emotional anchor.” – Quill & Quire

“This is truly a fast-moving, action-packed thriller . . . Great story with strong plot!” – Nightreader

“The modest but resourceful Casey is a perfect heroine for our times, a combination of thought and action.” – Lou Allin, Crime Writers of Canada
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Casey Holland leaned back against the wooden chair in her supervisor’s office and fought the urge to pop a fat pink bubble while Stan spoke. She knew Stan didn’t mind the gum chewing, but blowing bubbles was another matter. Still, the need to release a little hot air was soaring.

When Stan finished talking, she said, “I don’t understand why you want two of us on the M10 bus when the kids aren’t threatening passengers. Can’t Jasmine handle a few twelve-year-olds alone for one shift?”

“She doesn’t have your experience.”

True. This was only Jasmine’s second undercover assignment. Sure, the woman had apparently worked in security before joining Mainland nearly four months ago, but hadn’t Stan told the team that Jasmine was hired for camera surveillance and then a few mobile patrol shifts in the security vehicle? How had she landed undercover work so quickly?

“Listen,” Stan said, scratching his trim gray beard, “things have been heating up between the two groups lately, and some of the drivers think the situation could become violent fast.” 

“Is this a race issue, or is there more to the story?”

“All I know is the white kids are feuding with the brown kids, and I don’t want a bunch of twelve-year-old twerps brawling on my buses.”

Casey smiled. For a guy who didn’t own Mainland Public Transport, Stan Cordaseto sure took it personally when something went wrong on one of Mainland’s buses. For ten years, she’d seen him work his butt off for staff and passenger safety. He would have been promoted from security manager to vice-president ages ago, if he hadn’t been so anti-technology until recently.

Stan’s phone rang. “Don’t leave yet,” he said as he picked it up.

Casey stood and ambled toward the open window. A gust of wind ruffled her loose perm. She didn’t like the way it tickled her shoulders. Time for a haircut soon. Maybe she’d try a deeper shade of brown this time, too. Lou might find it kind of sexy. From this second-floor view, she easily spotted his truck in the parking lot below. Beyond the lot, a bus pulled out of the yard. She looked up at the overcast sky and felt the humid, late-September air. Forecasters were predicting a thunderstorm. Vancouver had few storms, so when the thunder rolled in, people paid attention. Some were even willing to get off the golf courses.

When Stan hung up, Casey returned to her chair and said, “It’s supposed to rain tonight, and it’s been a week since the rockhound’s last strike. I guess you’ll want me on the M6?”

“Definitely.” Stan started tapping a pencil. “The jerk must be getting antsy.”

“Yep.” The elusive rock-throwing nut apparently loved cracking bus windows on rainy nights. 

“The kids board the M10 at five past three and you’ll be back here by four. Your shift on the M6 doesn’t start till eight, so you’ll have plenty of break time.” Stan stopped tapping the pencil. “Your face is all scrunched up. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Except she hated the idea of working with Jasmine Birch. When Jasmine joined Mainland, they’d gotten along fine for a few weeks. Casey had no idea why Jasmine had stopped talking to her.

“Come on,” Stan said, “out with it.”

“It’s just that I don’t think Jasmine will want to work with me.”

“Why not?”

Casey ran her finger over the pits and rivets scarring his ancient mahogany desk. She’d sat in front of this desk so many times that she could locate every flaw with her eyes closed. “We don’t click.”

“I don’t get it. You’re both young, divorced, and working in security.”

“Marie’s divorced too, and she and Jasmine both have kids.”

“So what? You’re a parent now as well.”

“I’m a legal guardian who’s only been at it since the end of May. Maybe I haven’t paid enough dues to join their club.”

And she wasn’t going to tell Stan how Jasmine always showered attention on Lou, when she damn well knew he was attached. If Jasmine had asked around, she would have heard all about the “Lou and Casey story,” as coworkers called it.

Stan swept his hand over his brush cut, something he always did when he needed to think. Casey was amazed that he hadn’t developed a bald spot over the years.

“Casey, I’ve got a busload of kids whose feuding is scaring passengers enough to lodge complaints. We can’t afford to lose customers, so my team needs to work together, okay?”

“Understood.”

“You’re too much of a pro to let personal stuff interfere.”

Casey focused on the dwarf jade bonsai in the corner of Stan’s desk. His wife had bought the miniature tree with the bright green leaves six months ago to help Stan manage stress. Casey could use a little help herself.

“Does the bonsai help keep you calm?” she asked.

“When I’m clipping and trimming, yeah.”

After a quick rap on the door, Jasmine stepped inside. She barely glanced at Casey before she turned to Stan. “You wanted to see me?”

He clasped his hands behind his head. “How come you don’t like Casey?”

Casey cringed and took a deep breath. She should have seen this one coming. Subtlety wasn’t Stan’s strong suit. She could almost feel Jasmine’s sapphire eyes searing her flesh.

“We’re just different people. No biggie.”

Casey chomped on the gum.

“Good, then you’ll work with her this afternoon. Marie has some sort of dental emergency with one of her kids.”

Jasmine examined her shiny blue nails. “No problem.”

Casey wanted to tug the liar’s long black braid until she told the truth.

“Be on the M10 in fifteen minutes, ladies.”

Jasmine left the room. Casey didn’t follow.

“Okay, I sensed the strain,” Stan said, “but you’ll do your job, right?”

“The only gripe you’ll hear from me is about that tie.” She headed for the door. “Yellow and black polka-dots don’t go with the red and blue shirt, Stan. I’m just sayin’.”

“As did my wife.” He snorted. “At least I’m not a fashion slave.”

Casey smiled as she left the department and jogged downstairs, catching up with Jasmine.

“So, Little Miss Perfect’s been whining about me,” Jasmine remarked.

“Miss Perfect? You’re joking, right?” Casey followed her down the steps. “Stan told me to ride with you and I said you’d probably want to work alone. He wanted to know why.”

“Just stay out of my way, super-cop.” Jasmine gave Casey the finger and hurried down the remaining steps.

“Un—friggin’—believable.”

At the bottom of the staircase, Casey tossed her gum in the garbage, crossed the corridor, and exited the glass double doors. On the other side of staff parking, Jasmine was sharing a laugh with Roberto.

If anyone could improve a girl’s mood, it was Mainland’s coolest mechanic, Roberto de Luca. His well-defined muscles, brilliant smile, and green eyes brightened the day for most of the female staff. Roberto was the only man Casey knew who made denim overalls and the silver strands in his dark hair look hot.

“Hi ya, Casey,” Roberto said as she approached. “How’s the Tercel running?”

“Great.” To Casey’s amusement, irritation spread across Jasmine’s face. “Thanks again for the new spark plugs. What do I owe you this time?”

“One lasagne, extra cheese.”

“You got it.” Their bartering had worked well over the past five years. All Roberto ever asked in payment was a home-cooked meal and the occasional relationship advice.

“So, what are you up to today?” he asked.

“Filling in for Marie on the M10.”

“I’m surprised. Lou’s driving that one today.”

“Stan’s made an exception, I guess.” Or maybe he hadn’t realized. Stan believed that office romances distracted staff from their tasks, so he rarely scheduled her to work with Lou.

Roberto turned to Jasmine. “Want to go dancing tonight?”

“I wish I could, but I’ve made plans.” She clasped his hand. “Why don’t you come for dinner tomorrow? Jeremy would love to see you.”

“Sounds good.”

While Jasmine beamed, Casey sighed. Roberto owned three address books filled with women’s numbers. He could do far better than a bitchy woman with a two-year-old. On the other hand, Roberto was shallow enough to only see Jasmine’s slim build, waist-length hair, and a heart-shaped face guys seemed to think was cute.

“Hi.” Lou joined the group and kissed Casey’s cheek.

She loved the way his eyes filled with warmth when he looked at her. She swept back strands of thick brown hair from his forehead. “You and I are riding together.”

“Really? Cool.”

“Hi, Lou,” Jasmine said. “Our fourth shift together this week. I’m a lucky girl.”

“You sure are.” Casey put her arm around him and grinned at Jasmine’s souring expression. The sweetie-pie act wouldn’t get her anywhere with Lou.

“See ya, babe.” Jasmine wrapped her arms around Roberto and planted a lingering kiss on him.

Lou chuckled as he and Casey headed for the M10. “I hope Stan’s not watching.”

“I hope he is. That was completely unprofessional.” 

Jasmine followed them onto the bus and sauntered to the back. Casey chose a seat in the middle. Unzipping her jacket, she checked her pockets to make sure her ID and handcuffs were within easy reach. Thankfully, she didn’t need the cuffs often. Most kids were pretty scared when she caught them committing some petty crime, but adults with drug, anger, or mental issues were another story. After five years in security, she had to admit that she still loved this job. The only boring part was waiting for the police to show up. Petty offences were a low priority and she’d clocked many hours waiting to transfer offenders into police custody.

Casey opened a window to get rid of the sweat and garbage smells. Since management started cutbacks two months ago, Mainland’s fleet wasn’t as clean as she would have liked. Fifteen minutes later, five sullen white kids—two of them female—and all wearing a ball cap on backward, slumped into seats near the front of the bus. A group of South Asian preteens—including one girl—all sporting black leather jackets, boarded next and strutted past Casey. The last boy in their group gaped at Casey’s chest. She glared at the twit until he got the message and joined his friends in seats behind the center exit. 

With voices raised, the jackets started yakking about the girl with long, red hair at the front. The girl, sitting sideways in her seat, scowled at the boys. Two older passengers in front of Casey exchanged wary glances. Lou eased the bus forward and glanced in the rearview mirror. One of the boys up front, a cutie with freckles and blond curls poking out from beneath his cap, stared past Casey’s shoulder. Casey followed his gaze to the South Asian girl who suppressed a smile at the boy’s goofy stare.

“Stop looking at my sister, freak!” a boy shouted at the freckled cutie.

“Shut up.” The sister punched her brother’s bicep.

“Why are you assholes looking at me?” the redheaded girl yelled at a couple of the South Asian kids. “Mind your own damn business!”

Casey stood and saw Jasmine just sitting there, staring at the kids. Why wasn’t she stepping up to control the situation?

The boy who’d leered at Casey’s chest shouted, “When are you going to grow boobs like her?” He pointed to Casey.

Ignoring the laughter, Casey removed her ID card from her pocket. “All right, settle dow—”

“Who wants to look like that fat cow?” the girl yelled.

Fat cow? Casey moved closer to the redhead. A few extra pounds around the middle hardly qualified for cow status. Somewhere behind her, a woman laughed. Probably Jasmine.

“I said settle down.” Casey flashed her ID at the girl.

“You should scrape the fat off your big ass and put it some place useful, ho-bag!” one of the jackets shouted at the redhead.

The redhead’s face turned crimson. “You’re dead!”

“Enough!” Casey’s voice rose. “Everyone calm down.”

The words were barely out before an apple flew past Casey and struck the freckled cutie’s shoulder. The jackets whooped and high-fived one another. The ball caps began scrambling through their backpacks.

“Keep the food in your packs,” Casey ordered, “or you walk home.”

Passengers mumbled and shook their heads. The exit bell rang

Jasmine stood and said, “Do as you’re told.”

A banana flew past Casey and nearly hit a passenger. Lou stopped the bus.

Jasmine marched up to the jackets. “Put that pear down!”

Casey glanced at the ball caps when something thunked the side of her head. “Ow!” She looked down to find a partially eaten pear rolling along the floor.

“Oops,” one of the jackets said. “Sorry, lady.”

“How stupid are you?” Jasmine said, shoving her ID in the kid’s face.

Casey gaped at her colleague. Jasmine knew better than to insult passengers.

“Leave my brother alone!” His sister swatted Jasmine’s arm.

“Don’t tell me what to do, little girl.”

Why was she making things worse? As Lou stopped the bus, Casey watched Jasmine grip the girl’s shoulder. “You’re out of here,” Jasmine said.

The girl punched Jasmine’s stomach. Jasmine recoiled and then slapped the girl’s face.

Casey gasped and rushed toward them. “Jasmine!” What the hell was she doing?

The jackets swarmed Jasmine who screamed, “Get out or I’ll charge you with assault!”

“Good lord,” a middle-aged woman muttered as she hurried to the front exit.

“You kids in the black jackets will have to go.” Casey kept her voice firm but calm while Jasmine stood there, hands on hips, glowering at the group who were either too smart or too inexperienced to retaliate. Lou joined Casey as the jackets exited the bus while muttering obscenities.

“You’re in so much trouble!” the girl yelled at Jasmine from the threshold. “My parents will have you fired, bitch!”

“Tough talk for someone in a training bra,” Jasmine shot back.

Casey shook her head. Stan would be furious.

“Can you get this bus moving?” a passenger yelled at Lou. “Some of us have appointments.”

Lou hurried back to his seat. “Sorry for the delay, folks.”

Before he could pull away from the curb, the ball caps opened the windows and shouted more obscenities at the jackets.

Casey approached the group. “Stop that right now, or you’re all out of here at the next stop.”

The freckled cutie, who hadn’t taken part in the verbal abuse, turned his back on Casey while his friends complied. Casey walked the length of the bus, apologizing to passengers for the altercation. Jasmine slumped back in her seat and looked at Casey with disgust.

Casey kept her voice low as she leaned close to her. “Where in the operations manual does it say you can slap anyone?”

“She punched me first, and if you didn’t see it, then you need glasses,” Jasmine replied. “You are thirty, after all.”

“I have perfect vision and am absolutely clear about what I saw,” Casey whispered. “You didn’t try to control things until it was too late, and then you completely lost it. This all goes in my report.”

“Whatever, super-cop.”

Tempted to do some slapping of her own, Casey marched back to her seat. Lightning sliced through the clouds and muggy air. Thunder cracked, but she was too angry to pay much attention to the approaching storm. Minutes later, Lou pulled into Mainland’s yard. Jasmine wasted no time stepping off the bus. Casey and Lou followed.

Jasmine was several paces ahead when Casey said to Lou, “Did you see the slap?”

“Uh-huh.”

Jasmine spun around. “I didn’t need your help! I didn’t even want you here, but there you were butting in and acting like you know everything. It’s pathetic.”

“What’s pathetic is your behavior.” Casey’s heartbeat quickened. “You were completely unprofessional.”

“And you’ve never made mistakes because you’re just so perfect.” Her eyes blazed.

“What’s wrong, Jasmine?” Lou asked. “I’ve never seen you lose it like that.”

“I’ve never had to work with her before.” Jasmine charged toward the administration building.

“What is her bloody problem?” Casey asked.

“Who knows? You’ve got a bit of pear stuck in your hair.” Lou removed the scrap of food and flicked it on the ground.

“Thanks.” She stroked his freckled cheek. “I need a hot shower.”

“Seeing as how Stan will probably hear from the parents of a girl in a training bra, maybe you should write your report first.”

“True.” Raindrops started to sprinkle her face. “How loud do you think he’ll yell after he’s read it?”
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Casey stared at her computer screen and wished to god that Jasmine would get off the damn phone. Her desk was so close that words like “Miss Perfect”, “meddling”, and “self-righteous” were especially distracting, not to mention galling. Where in hell had Jasmine come up with the “Miss Perfect” notion? Nearly everyone at Mainland knew about Casey’s failed marriage. Some knew about her estranged relationship with her mother, and how things were still unresolved when Mother died last spring. Sure, there’d been some success at work, but she’d also made mistakes. Who hadn’t?

“I’ll be okay,” Jasmine said. “No, it’s not just that. I’ll tell you about the other stuff later; too many big ears around here.”

Casey felt rather than saw Jasmine’s stare. She hadn’t wanted her desk to face the one Jasmine and Marie shared, but the security department was cramped. Over the summer, Stan restructured the security department, making Casey second-in-command and ensuring she had her own desk. Marie still complained now and then about having to share hers.

Casey started to reread the last paragraph of her report when a familiar voice said, “Who called you an ass?”

She looked up to find Summer standing behind her chair, reading a Post-it note fastened to the top of her screen. “Oh, hi.” She checked her watch.

“It says, ‘Don’t forget time sheets, ASS’,” Summer said.

“Remember Stan’s assistant, Amy? The tiny lady with the white hair you met last month?”

“Yeah, she was nice.”

“Her full name is Amy Sarah Sparrow. I think she uses her initials on purpose.”

“Oh.” Summer smiled and looked at the cluttered desk beside Casey’s. “Where is she?”

“Delivering documents for Stan. Shouldn’t you be at swim practice?”

Summer’s gaze drifted to the accounting and human resources areas at the other end of the room. “I quit the team.”

“What?” Six months ago, this child was determined to make the national team one day. “Why?”

Summer glanced at Jasmine, who’d finally ended her call. “I’ve got too much homework, and my grades are bad.”

“What grades? School started only two and a half weeks ago.”

Summer sat on the edge of Casey’s desk. “I had a math quiz today and couldn’t answer half the questions. Grade seven’s way too hard.”

Casey folded her arms. “Did you study?”

She looked away. “With Tiffany and Ashley, yeah.”

That explained it. Those two girls had been hanging around the house ever since Summer met them at the rec center in August. All the girls did was listen to rap music and gossip about boys. Apparently, no one else’s mom was cool enough to hang with. Casey sensed that the girls didn’t think of her as a real parent.

She still remembered the tears in Rhonda’s eyes as she practically begged her to become Summer’s legal guardian. Part of Casey had wanted to say no, but Rhonda had been Casey’s surrogate mom and later, her close friend. She’d helped Casey through tough times, so turning Rhonda down wasn’t an option, especially when Rhonda’s emotional state had been so fragile.

“Don’t tell Grandma about the test, okay? She still wants me to change schools and move in with her.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t say a word.” Winifred’s frequent remarks about how and where Summer should be raised bothered Casey. “You know she can’t make you move unless I allow it, right?”

Summer bit her lower lip. “Are you sure?”

“Totally.” Casey squeezed her hand. “I’ll help you with math, but I want you to rethink quitting the team, okay?”

“What for?”

“You’ve always loved competing.” Aware that Jasmine was staring at her computer screen but not typing, Casey murmured, “You have a room filled with medals and ribbons proving how good you are.”

“That’s for babies.”

Where did this come from? Summer had always been proud of her accomplishments. Still, the poor kid had changed a lot since Rhonda’s sentencing four months ago. The naïve little girl who used to tell Casey everything had lost most of her sweet-natured innocence and, sadly, her willingness to confide. Neither of them had talked about Rhonda since her last tearful, phone call on Summer’s birthday in early August. Her incarceration was still too painful to think about, let alone discuss.

“Can my friends come over?” Summer asked.

“Sorry, no. I have another shift this evening, and it’s a school night. Anyway, it sounds like you have lots of math to review.”

“But Tiffany and Ashley help me.”

“Not this time.” She’d been hearing too many protests lately. “I’ll ask Mrs. Nally from next door to stay with you.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Hi,” Lou said, entering the room, his eyes widening when he saw Summer. “How’s it going?”

“Craptacular.” She stomped to the row of palms and dracaena separating security from the other departments.

As Lou’s smile faded, Casey could almost guess what he was thinking. He’d had misgivings about her becoming Summer’s guardian; said that parenting a teen who’d be missing her mom would be tough for a busy single woman with no experience. Lou didn’t know what it felt like to have a mother leave home. The shame and anger Casey had once felt over Mother’s adultery had gradually transformed into sadness and emptiness. At least she’d had Dad and Rhonda. No one even knew who Summer’s father was.

“Who’s your young friend, Lou?” Jasmine’s voice was all honey and charm.

“Summer.”

“Hey, Summer,” Jasmine called out. “I hear you hate math. Me too.”

Summer strolled to Jasmine’s desk and started complaining about her teacher.

“Stan wants to see me,” Lou whispered to Casey.

“I figured he would.”

“Lou, come here a sec.” Jasmine waved him over.

Seeing his hesitation, Casey said, “Go ahead, I need to finish my report.”

Once he moved to Jasmine’s desk, the woman started whispering. Casey bit the inside of her mouth to keep from saying something petty about the obvious attempt to exclude her. The sooner she finished this report, the better. She resumed typing, careful to stick to the facts and not add her opinion about Jasmine’s behavior on the M10. The facts were damning enough.

Stan stepped out of his office, scowling. “Jasmine, I want you in my office right now. Have you finished your report?”

“Almost.”

Yeah, sure, Casey thought.

“What about you, Casey?” he asked.

“It’s printing.”

“Give me five minutes, then bring it in.” Stan looked at Lou. “I’ll talk to you after Casey has her say.” He started to follow Jasmine into his office, and then stopped. “What the hell happened out there?” He raised his hand. “Wait, don’t answer; just bring your report and a damn good explanation.”

Stan spotted Summer. “Hey, kiddo, how’s it going?”

“Okay.”

“That’s a hell of a lot better than me.” He stepped inside and slammed the door.

Summer started to smile. “Are you guys in trouble?”

“Maybe,” Casey replied. “Why don’t you start your homework while I meet with Stan.”

“Okay, but I hate the way Mrs. Nally treats me like a baby. Can’t Lou stay with me?”

Casey had asked Lou to stay with Summer twice before while she worked the rock-throwing assignment. Taking advantage of him wouldn’t be right. 

As if reading her thoughts, Lou said, “I don’t mind.”

“Thanks.” She winked at him. “Come for dinner.”

“Can we order a pizza?” Summer asked.

“We’ve had pizza three times in eight days. I’ll cook something nutritious.”

“Watch out.” Lou smirked at Summer. “She could be on a health kick again.”

Summer groaned. “The last time she did that some gross green glob stuck to my plate.”

“That was a month ago. Let’s get over it and move on, shall we?” They still looked uncertain. “We’ll have spaghetti. A little tomato sauce, some peppers, mushrooms, onions, and fresh herbs.”

“Pizza would be easier,” Summer said.

“It’s not been an easy day. I thought I’d keep the theme going.”

“Days don’t have themes. School dances do, which reminds me.” Summer shuffled her feet. “I, like, need to talk to you about Friday night.”

Oh geez, this kid was growing up way too fast.
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Casey shivered on the chilly M6 bus. Although the thunderstorm had rumbled out of Vancouver and headed east into the Fraser Valley, the air was nippy and occasional wind gusts were trying to sweep pedestrians off the sidewalk.

She’d asked Wesley to switch on the heater, but he’d said, “I ain’t turning my bus into a frigging sauna.”

Small wonder that staff called him Rude Wesley. Since the guy was built like a refrigerator and covered in hair, he obviously didn’t feel the cold that normal people did.

While Wesley stopped for passengers, Casey thought about Stan’s reprimand this afternoon. He’d told her and Jasmine about the irate phone call from the father of the girl Jasmine had slapped.

After reading Casey’s report, he’d started in on Jasmine. “You should have stepped in the second the shouting started, and there should have been better communication between team members.”

Casey cringed all over again. Stan was right. Her anger with Jasmine had sabotaged any desire to form a plan.

“If you ever slap a passenger again, you’re fired,” Stan had gone on. “You’ll be let go anyway if the parents press charges. Regardless, you’re now on a week’s suspension without pay.”

Casey was still baffled by Jasmine’s lack of response. The woman was either a master at hiding her feelings when she wanted, or she really didn’t care. Casey’s punishment was to keep riding with the warring students until Jasmine’s suspension ended. Stan’s message was clear. Stay on the assignment and get the job done. It’d be a challenge juggling two work assignments and her criminology course over the next few days, unless she caught the rockhound tonight.

Across the aisle and two seats ahead of her, three young women yakked without pausing for breath. In the greenish hue of the bus’s fluorescent lights, their hair color looked like varying degrees of orange. Near the front, a forty-something woman in scrubs and a long sweater had her eyes closed. Behind Casey, a male passenger hacked and coughed. For ten o’clock on a Tuesday night, this was as crowded as the M6 would get, which was just as well. If the rockhound struck, the fewer passengers the better.

The rockhound had chosen to break windows between nine and eleven, perhaps because there were fewer pedestrians at this time of night to identify him, or get in his way. He’d chosen to strike along the stretch of Columbia Street with the most traffic lights, where the M6 would have to make frequent stops.

Although the glass manufacturer had assured MPT management that fist-sized rocks wouldn’t shatter a window, Wesley was required to warn people about the potential for danger, should they prefer to ride the TransLink buses also servicing this route. Since those buses didn’t show up as often, MPT’s ridership numbers hadn’t diminished, but Casey had heard that vice president David Eisler was worried they would. Staying competitive was hard enough. Management was always saying that Mainland had to be a safer, better service provider than TransLink’s larger fleet. Repeated vandalism was bad for business, and if a passenger got hurt, a lawsuit or negative publicity would mean layoffs and more cutbacks.

“I’m doubling your shifts on the M6 until this rock nut is caught,” Stan had told her this afternoon. “Stop this jerk, Casey.”

Since Columbia Street ran through the City of New Westminster, Stan had contacted the New West Police, who’d agreed to step up their patrol of this area. Their station was only two blocks from the rockhound’s turf, though Casey hadn’t noticed any police presence tonight.

She scanned the sidewalk on her right, wishing the M6 cruised past the gorgeous, stately heritage homes built decades ago at the top of the hill. She loved looking at those places, but the M6 only served New West’s busier, commercial routes. In five minutes, they’d reach the hot zone: a stretch of Columbia Street populated by stores, restaurants, and bars.

Columbia ran parallel to the Fraser River. Between the river and Columbia, Front Street was hidden from view except at intersections. At this time of night, the antique and pawn shops would be closed and there’d be little traffic around. Next to the street, rail tracks, bushes, and trains provided plenty of hiding spots for anyone needing a quick escape.

By all accounts, the rockhound was a lone male of average height and weight. Witnesses had described him as wearing a hoodie or a raincoat. He’d also been spotted wearing a ball cap or a black tuque on different nights. Some said he wore a moustache while others said he was clean-shaven. Some thought he was young; others insisted he was old. Until Casey saw this guy pitching a rock, she wasn’t sure how she’d identify him.

Her cellphone rang.

“Casey, this is Winifred. I just called Summer and it sounds like she’s having a party, for heaven’s sake. I heard horrible music blaring in the background. Do you have any idea how late it is?”

Casey slumped in her seat. The last person she wanted to talk to, aside from Jasmine, was Summer’s grandmother. “Summer likes to listen to music when she’s finished homework.”

The M6 cruised under the Pattullo Bridge. Casey glanced at the Fraser River.

“Who’s supervising her?”

“Lou.”

They travelled under the Fraser River Rail Bridge and adjacent SkyTrain tracks. Casey sat forward. They were in the hot zone. “Winifred, I have to go—”

“A twelve-year-old shouldn’t stay up this late.”

The bus rolled past Blackwood Street on Casey’s right. Fourth Street was half a block ahead. Casey spotted three guys strolling across the Fourth and Columbia intersection. As the M6 cruised past them, she took note of their jeans and dark jackets. Two of them had their hands in their pockets and none were wearing hats. She couldn’t see their faces clearly.

“Are you listening to me?” Winifred demanded.

One of the orange-haired girls pulled the cord.

“Sorry, I can’t talk right now.”

Wesley eased to the stop.

“I still think it’s best if Summer moved in with me.”

Damn it, she’d brought this up at least twice a month since Rhonda’s incarceration. When would the woman let it go? “She wants to stay with—”

A loud thunk and cracking glass brought Casey to her feet. The girls yelped while the woman in scrubs sat upright and looked around. Casey spotted someone turn the corner at Fourth and disappear. She shoved the phone in her pocket and, glancing at the window, charged toward the exit. “Anyone see who did it?”

The coughing guy shook his head and sneezed.

“He took off up Fourth,” another man answered. “I didn’t see his face.”

Outside, two of the three guys who’d been strolling down the sidewalk stopped in front of the damaged window. The third guy was gone.

“MPT security.” She flashed her ID. “Can you two wait here? I’ll be right back.”

Casey sprinted to the corner, turned left onto Fourth, and scanned the road’s steep upgrade. Part way up the hill, a man darted across the street and into a lane. Casey sprinted after him, but it wasn’t long before her heart was trying to beat its way out of her chest. Drizzling rain sprinkled her face and she blinked droplets from her eyes.

When she reached the narrow alley, she stopped to catch her breath and study the dumpsters and parked vehicles. There was no movement anywhere. Bending over, she propped her hands on her thighs and took deep breaths. It had been a long time since she’d chased a suspect uphill. Obviously, yoga routines and the occasional spin on her stationary bike weren’t enough. She straightened up and scanned the alley. Nothing. She trudged back down the hill.

The M6 was waiting, not that Wesley had a choice. Drivers weren’t supposed to leave during pursuits until they heard from the security staff.

He stood on the sidewalk, tossing a good-sized rock up and down. “About bloody time.”

“Where are the guys I told to wait?”

“They said they didn’t see a thing, so I let them go.”

“The suspect was walking right beside them.”

Wesley shrugged and headed into the bus. “Passengers didn’t see nothing either.”

“Don’t we need to talk to the police?”

“I already called and told them what I just told you.” He sat down. “Girls shouldn’t be handling this stuff. Where are the guys?”

“Doing other things.” Casey crossed her arms. “I know my job, Wes, so leave the questions to me next time.”

“Hey, I got to stick to the schedule.”

Casey shoved her hands in her pockets, felt her phone, and realized she’d forgotten about Winifred. She picked it up. The line was dead, so she called Summer. Wesley lurched the bus forward, forcing Casey into the seat behind him.

Summer answered on the second ring. Casey could almost feel the rap music vibrating through the phone as Summer said, “Grandma doesn’t want me to have any fun. She treats me like a baby and it’s not fair!”

Casey rubbed her temple. She wanted to say that whining about it made her sound like a baby, but the thought of another argument today held no appeal. “It’s nearly ten-thirty. You should be getting ready for bed.”

“Why can’t I stay up? My friends do.”

“I don’t care.” Casey’s voice rose. “I want you to—”

“Oh fine!”

She hung up before Casey could ask to speak to Lou.

“I heard about your cat fight,” Wesley said.

She stood to see him better. “Excuse me?”

“You and Jasmine.” He kept his gaze on the road. “You need to control your temper there, girl.”

Jasmine must have told him her version of events. “She was the one who slapped a child, Wes, or didn’t she tell you that bit?” Casey waited for a reply, but none came. “There were witnesses and a complaint about her, which was why Stan suspended her for a week.”

“Well, don’t go blabbing it around. It ain’t professional.”

She didn’t know whether to laugh or yell, but she’d had enough of people telling her what she’d done wrong today. “Do you think it was professional for her to call me names, throw herself at Roberto, and slap a child?”

His red bushy brows fused together. “What do you mean, throw herself at him?”

How convenient for Wesley to ignore the rest. When she told him about the kiss this morning, Wesley said, “It’s no big deal. Jasmine isn’t hooked up with anybody, so she can do what she wants.”

Casey watched him. “I didn’t know you were a fan of hers.”

“She’s a friend.”

Really? So, what did those two have in common? Jasmine liked dancing. Wesley was training for the pro wrestling biz. They had rudeness in common, and Casey understood Wesley’s attraction to Jasmine. What did she like about him?

“Why are you looking like someone just dangled a worm in your face?” Wesley asked.

She didn’t know she was.

The exit bell rang. Casey turned and saw both guys at the back preparing to leave.

“There’s nothing wrong with Jasmine hanging with more than one guy,” Wesley added. “The only sleazy thing is the married jerks who hit on her.”

“Are you talking about guys from work?”

Wesley grunted and shook his head. “Ask your gossipy friends.”

Maybe she would. Casey walked up to the damaged window. Stan would be ticked. She studied the crack. If she hadn’t been talking to Winifred, she might have seen the freak in action. She sat down to call home again. Lou answered right away.

“Is Summer getting ready for bed?” she asked.

“Slowly. She’s being a pain.”

“Sorry, Lou.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Casey did worry. They couldn’t go out as much as they used to, or take off for romantic weekends.

“How’d it go tonight?” he asked.

“Awful. I was trying to get off the phone with Winifred when the rockhound struck. I couldn’t catch him,” she mumbled, glancing up and down the bus. “Wesley thinks I have a temper problem because of the Jasmine thing.”

“Yeah well, she’s the only woman in the world he likes. They’ve gone out a few times.

“He told you?”

“Jasmine did.”

“I didn’t realize she discussed her personal life with you.”

“Once in a while.”

“It’s pretty clear she likes you.” Casey paused. “Has she asked you out?”

“No.”

“She comes by on bowling nights a lot, but you’re the only team member she makes a point of talking to. And she always involves Marie in those chats, probably so I won’t get suspicious.”

“You’ve got it wrong, and I’ve never heard you this insecure before.”

“What did I get wrong?”

“The chats aren’t about Jasmine trying to hook up with me.”

“Meaning she’s been trying to get you and Marie together?”

“It won’t happen, so don’t worry about it.”

Casey fumed. Marie had lusted after Lou for a long time, and used to flirt with him outrageously. She’d thought Marie had given up, but maybe Jasmine had decided to play matchmaker so Marie wouldn’t be so obvious. Worse than their conspiracy, though, was the depressing realization that Lou had kept this from her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want to make things worse between you and them.”

Casey leaned back in her seat, suddenly exhausted.

“Will you be home soon?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Good. Don’t let the rockhound thing get to you. You’ll catch him, I know it.”

That was Lou. Always optimistic and supportive; trying to make the best of things. Sometimes, deep in her heart, she wondered if she deserved him.
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On the second floor, Casey rushed into the security department and glanced at the wall clock. Twelve-thirty, damn. She’d lost track of time researching comparative police systems for her essay, and should have had her report on last night’s fiasco finished by now. Stan would be demanding it any second. She also had to record this morning’s uneventful shift with the kids on the M10 bus.

Casey spotted a yellow Post-it note stuck to her computer screen. “Time sheet needed by 2:00 PM. No excuses! ASS.” Casey sighed. She was supposed to have done her time sheet yesterday, but after Stan’s lecture and Summer’s unexpected visit, Casey hadn’t felt like hanging around to record two weeks’ worth of shifts on a spreadsheet.

She booted up her computer and, collecting her thoughts, began to type. She’d barely finished the first paragraph when Stan’s door opened. “Casey, can you come in a minute?”

Something in his tone made her turn around. The parts of his face not covered by hair were flushed. Worse, Stan couldn’t quite meet her eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

He glanced around the room. “No one else here?”

“It’s lunch time.” When he didn’t say anything, Casey said, “I should have my report about last night finished soon.”

“It can wait.” He unloosened the knot in his mint-green tie. “Come inside.”

Oh, this was bad. She’d never heard Stan say that reports could wait.

In his office, Casey took the chair nearest the open window. Stan fiddled with the pens and pencils in the cup, and then zeroed in on his bonsai. When his lips started quivering and he wrung his hands together, she started to worry.

“Marie called a few minutes ago.” Stan tried to meet her gaze and failed. “I don’t know how to say this.” He paused, and then opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

The room started to feel hot. The only sound Casey heard was distant traffic. “What is it?”

Stan rested his elbows on the desk. “Someone shot Jasmine . . . She didn’t make it.”

“What?” A prickly sensation ran down her back. “When?”

“A little over an hour ago.”

“It can’t be.” Casey’s mind went blank. “Are you sure?”

Stan nodded. “It happened in the parking lot at her church.” He cleared his voice. “She was waiting to pick up her son from preschool.”

“For real?” Casey gripped the arms of her chair. “I don’t understand this.”

“The police found Jasmine’s Mainland ID in her purse and contacted me just after Marie called.” He cleared his voice again. “I told the corporal she has no family; that’s when he told me what happened.”

“Who on god’s earth would want to kill her?”

“I heard there were problems with the ex. She was trying to get a restraining order.” 

Unable to think of anything to say about Jasmine that wouldn’t sound phony and hypocritical, Casey slipped into an investigative role. “Were there any witnesses?”

“Apparently, someone heard one shot and saw a van peel out of the lot.”

Casey’s mind raced. “The guy was either close or knew what he was doing. Did the police say if this looked like a targeted hit?”

“They wouldn’t say much of anything.”

The wood chair felt painfully hard beneath her. “Jasmine’s son wasn’t in the car, was he?”

“No, she was killed at eleven-ten. Jeremy’s class finished at eleven-thirty.”

Casey remembered Jeremy from Mainland’s company picnic last month: a chubby-cheeked boy with large brown eyes and Jasmine’s black hair. While Jasmine was flirting with Roberto that day, her son had approached Casey and showed her his toy truck.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





