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“Rosemary McCracken’s Riversong lives up to its name: at once lyrical, emotional, evocative, sometimes haunting, sometimes mysterious, and always telling a good story. McCracken blends the worlds of journalism, finance, wildlife preservation, and criminal justice, as Pat Tierney risks everything in pursuit of finding a murderer and doing what is right.”

—Anthony Bidulka, author the Merry Bell Mysteries, and winner of Crime Writers of Canada’s Best Crime Novel Award

“Rosemary McCracken’s dynamic and absorbing novel, Riversong, is driven by two questions. Who murdered Monika Lentz? And who was Monika Lentz? Beautiful, rich, and charismatic, Lentz was seemingly one of fortune’s favorites. Her wildly successful column in the Toronto World newspaper championed the downtrodden and exposed charlatans. But after Lentz is murdered, ugly rumors about her arise. Pat Tierney, Lentz's financial advisor, is determined to get to the truth and bring her killer to justice. This fifth Pat Tierney novel is a winner!”

—Gail Bowen, author of the Joanne Kilbourn Shreve Mystery Series, and winner of Crime Writers of Canada’s Best Crime Novel Award and its Derrick Murdoch Award for her contributions to the crime fiction genre.

“Rosemary McCracken knocks it out of the park with Riversong. In her best Pat Tierney mystery yet, McCracken delivers a gripping tale filled with exciting twists and turns, and populated by an extremely entertaining group of characters. You won’t want this book to end!”

—Lisa de Nikolits, international award-winning author.

“Riversong is a captivating and intelligent mystery that weaves together a compelling story and intricately crafted characters. The narrative is delivered in Rosemary McCracken’s classic style of polished and accessible prose.”

—Erik D’Souza, author of the Suzanne Rickson Mystery Series, and Crime Writers of Canada’s communications manager.
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Praise for the Pat Tierney Mystery Series
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Safe Harbor

“Rosemary McCracken has a deft touch for writing about believable relationships, especially among families. Safe Harbor’s characters will soon feel like people you know and won’t want out of your life. Add to this an exciting plot, and you’ll be ready for a great read.”

—Maureen Jennings, author of the Detective William Murdoch Mysteries

“This novel will stay with you long after you’ve turned the final page.”

—Gail Bowen, author of the Joanne Kilbourn Shreve Mystery Series

“Touching, intriguing, and sometimes downright scary, this story hooked me from page one until the final action-packed pages.”

—Rosemary Aubert, author of the Ellis Portal Mystery Series

“Rosemary McCracken proves why she’s already won international acclaim. This is an absorbing page-turner you won’t want to miss.”

—Rick Mofina, bestselling author of The Burning Edge

“McCracken’s novel offers a coherent and exact feel for Toronto locales, and, in Pat, a hugely attractive sleuth figure.”

—Jack Batten, Toronto Star

Black Water

“I love books where the characters are so believable and well-drawn that they become friends. Black Water is filled with wonderful details of everyday life that melt the curtain between the fictional and the real world. Add to that a suspenseful story and you have a winner all around.”

—Maureen Jennings, author of the Detective Murdoch Mystery Series

“Rosemary McCracken’s second Pat Tierney mystery takes us into the tranquility of Ontario lake country, but the idyllic setting has a dark underside. Human greed and ancient grudges are wreaking havoc. McCracken’s smart and engaging protagonist must discover the truth and restore peace to paradise. She’s more than up for the task.”

—Gail Bowen, author of the Joanne Kilbourn Shreve Mystery Series

“Rosemary McCracken is a master when it comes to showing ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances . . . Black Water is a fast read with a beautiful and complex plot, and great action near the twisty ending.”

—Rosemary Aubert, author of the Ellis Portal Mystery Series

“Here’s McCracken, back with her second Pat Tierney novel, writing with wonderful pace and invention . . .”

—Jack Batten, Toronto Star

Raven Lake

“Raven Lake is a beautifully written, heartfelt story. Rosemary McCracken weaves a compelling mystery, taking readers hostage till the action-packed conclusion.”

—Rick Mofina, bestselling author of Free Fall

“Pat Tierney has become one of my favorite characters. She and her family feel like friends. In Raven Lake, Rosemary McCracken weaves an intricate story that will keep you guessing until the satisfying ending. As usual, the rural Ontario setting is pitch-perfect.”

—Maureen Jennings, author of the Detective Murdoch Mystery Series

“Watching Rosemary McCracken’s smart, cool protagonist explore the depths of this mystery and swim to the surface will keep your nerves taut and your heart pounding. Don’t miss Raven Lake!”

—Gail Bowen, author of the Joanne Kilbourn Shreve Mystery Series

“Pat Tierney’s latest adventure is a gripping read from start to finish. I couldn’t put it down. Pat is an engaging heroine I would love to have as a friend: she’s warm, ethical, and fearless.”

—M.H. Callway, award-winning author of Windigo Fire

“. . . Pat Tierney is developing into the kind of sleuth who’ll be welcome on return visits.”

—Jack Batten, Toronto Star

Uncharted Waters

“Another delightful outing for Rosemary McCracken’s sleuth, Pat Tierney . . . More Pat Tierney, please!”

—Maureen Jennings, author of the Detective Murdoch Mystery Series

“As a single mother in her late 40s, Pat Tierney knows her decision to embark on uncharted waters by opening her own financial planning practice is a professional and a personal risk. When the uncharted waters prove to be a shark pool, bloody with betrayal and murder, Pat must fight not just for her livelihood but for her life. Uncharted Waters is McCracken’s best Pat Tierney mystery yet!”

—Gail Bowen, author of the Joanne Kilbourn Shreve Mystery Series

“. . . Pat Tierney treats us to sleuthing that is clever and risky.”

—Jack Batten, Toronto Star

For Ed Piwowarczyk, as always
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Prologue

[image: ]




Matt

“Wilkinson at the front door on this fine Sunday evening,” the deep voice boomed from the other end of the telephone line. “Got a Monika Lentz down here. Says she starts work in the newsroom tomorrow. Can I send her up, Matt?”

Matt had heard that the World had hired the Vancouver Sun columnist. “Sure. Send her up.”

He watched her step off the elevator, her dark head held high. A multicolored skirt swirled around her legs; a long orange scarf was looped over her shoulders. She was a beautiful woman. Not just a lovely face and figure. It was also the way she carried herself, her easy confidence. The word regal fit her perfectly.

She spotted him and came over to the police desk. “I’m Monika Lentz. I start here tomorrow.”

“Matt Ryder. Welcome to the Toronto World.” He held out his hand, and she took it. He felt an instant spark.

“Would you show me my office?” she asked.

He had no idea where the new columnist would be stationed, whether she’d have her own office or a desk in the newsroom. “Sorry, I don’t know what the bosses have in mind for you. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow. But I can give you a tour of the news floor.”

She gave him a dazzling smile. “That would be great . . . Mike, you said your name was?”

“Matt.”

He took her around the fifth floor, pointing out the offices of the various editors; the news desk, the horseshoe-shaped table where the copy editors massaged articles into shape; the police desk where he worked; the cabinets where notepads, pens, and flash drives were kept. All the while inhaling her musky perfume.

“You’re the only one in today?” she asked.

“A few reporters were here earlier,” he replied. “Copy editors will arrive in another hour or so. I work the police desk, and we have someone on it 24/7.”

When he’d shown her everything he could think of, he racked his brain for something that would catch her interest. “Cafeteria’s on the third floor, but it’s closed on weekends,” was all he could come up with. He groaned inwardly at his ineptness.

She flashed him another dazzling smile.

“How about lunch tomorrow?” he asked. “Anywhere you like.”

“One of these days.” She touched his arm, sending tingles through his body. “Thanks for the tour, Mike.”

His eyes never left her as she crossed the room.

“It’s Matt, not Mike,” he said as she stepped into the elevator. “Matt.”

He returned to the police desk, walking on air.
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Chapter One
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Three years later

Pat

Monika Lentz strode into my office that April afternoon, looking stunning in a gold jacket and matching trousers. She gave me a 1,000-watt smile. “Hello, Pat!”

I had acquired Monika as a client when I purchased another financial advisor’s business the previous fall, and this was our fourth meeting. She’d called me that morning, insisting that I see her. Said she had something important to discuss. I had an opening that afternoon, so I slotted her in.

She arrived at three on the dot, glowing with health and good looks. “Whatever you’re on, Monika, I want some of it,” I told her.

“Be careful what you wish for.” She beamed at me and closed my office door. “I’m pregnant!”

My mouth fell open. Monika was in her mid-30s, single, and financially well off. As the Toronto World’s celebrity columnist, she earned a handsome salary, and she’d inherited her father’s investment portfolio when he passed away a few years earlier. Since she’d joined the Toronto newspaper, her columns had taken the city by storm, making some readers weep at the injustices they exposed, infuriating others with her opinions. I had assumed her work at the World was the center of her life. But life holds many surprises, and Monika was clearly thrilled by this one.

“Congratulations,” I said. “When are you due?”

“Early December.” She took a chair on the other side of my desk and flicked her dark, shoulder-length hair back from her face. “I have a lot to do. I’m selling my condo and buying a house.”

No grass would grow under this woman’s feet. “You have a neighborhood in mind?” I asked.

“Rosedale or Forest Hill.” Two posh Toronto neighborhoods. A house in either would be pricey, but she could afford it.

“There’ll be other expenses,” she went on happily. “Furnishing the house, a live-in nanny, baby gear and, yes, I’ll need an SUV; I don’t have a vehicle now. Good schools later on, of course. Give all this some thought, Pat, and come up with a new financial plan.”

As if financial plans jumped out of an advisor’s hat like rabbits. I reached for a pad to take notes. “I assume you’ll be staying at the World?”

She held up her hands. “Of course. That’s why I’ll need a nanny.”

“Will the father contribute to the child’s support?”

Monika looked astounded by the suggestion. “The father? He won’t be involved at all.”

I tried not to look surprised at that and suggested she choose a good realtor. “Find out how much your dream home will cost, and what you can expect to get for your condo. Start pricing SUVs. And check out nanny agencies; find out how much a nanny—live-in and live-out—will set you back each month.”

Her lips formed themselves into a pout. She’d expected me to come up with these figures.

“This is your new life, Monika,” I said. “You have to look at homes and vehicles and decide what you want. And, remember, you’ll need to rely on your investments should your career go off the rails. So shop for a house, not a palace.”

She got the message. She was an intelligent woman. Although she liked to spend freely, she kept the bottom line in sight. And she kept track of her investments, insisting on knowing why her money was in certain financial products and not in others.

“You’ll need to update your will,” I told her. “You’ll want to name your son or your daughter as your main beneficiary, which means you’ll have to rethink your current heirs. And, in the event of your passing, you’ll need to name a trustee to manage your child’s assets until he or she comes of age.”

Monika nodded. “There’s a lot to consider.”

“Parenthood is a huge step. There’s a lot you can’t predict, but you can make sure everything foreseeable is in place.”

We decided to meet in a week, on the first Monday in May. I wanted to go over the information she brought me in the privacy of my office, but Monika insisted on taking me to lunch. “I’m celebrating an important milestone,” she said. “And you’re helping me make it happen.”

I hoped she didn’t expect me to be with her in the delivery room. But I agreed to lunch at a restaurant close to my office in Toronto’s Annex neighborhood. We could move back here after we ate.

“I’m looking forward to being a mother,” Monika said. “And from what you’ve told me about your family, Pat, I know you understand.”

I thought about my family: my daughters, Tracy and Laura; my adopted son, Tommy; and my grandson, Bear. Tracy was a lawyer, who now lived downtown with her partner. Laura, Bear and Tommy lived with me. I loved them all dearly, wouldn’t trade in any of them for anything, but raising a family had been demanding work. I wondered whether Monika knew what she was in for.

“I’m keeping my pregnancy under wraps for the next little while,” she said, getting up from the chair. “So, please, not a word to anyone.”

“Not a word,” I said with a smile.
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Chapter Two
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Pat

I took my favorite table at Il Padrino at noon the following Monday, ordered a bottle of Perrier and waited for my client to arrive. Until our last meeting, I had found Monika, well . . . intimidating. I wasn’t up on some of the issues she railed against in her columns, and I couldn’t match her verbal one-liners. But her reaction to becoming an expectant mother had won me over. I assumed her pregnancy had been unplanned, but that she was happy to proceed with it.

Still, I was worried about her future. She probably had no idea how challenging raising a child alone can be. I’d been a single mom since my husband’s death nearly seven years before, but Michael had been a hands-on dad when our daughters were small. And even with a spouse who was a committed parent, I’d found juggling a family and a career exhausting. Now my daughter Laura was a single mother. I’d given Laura and Bear a home, and as much babysitting as I could manage, but I was well aware of what she was up against.

At least Monika was financially secure. I could help by managing her money. I drew a deep breath. And I’d help with anything else I could. Within reason, of course.

I looked out the restaurant window. It had been raining on and off since the previous evening. The passersby hurrying along the sidewalk were bundled into raincoats and held umbrellas aloft. I couldn’t see my client among them. Had she been following a breaking news story? My watch told me it was 12:15. I ordered bruschetta and a small salad, then called Monika’s number at the Toronto World. I reached her voice mail, and left a message. When there was no sign of her at 12:30, I ate my lunch and paid the bill.

Back in my office, I tried her work number again and reached voice mail. Same thing with her cell. I ranted to Samantha, my assistant, about Monika’s thoughtlessness, that she had wasted my valuable time. Feeling better for having let off steam, I turned my attention to the portfolio of a client I’d be seeing the next day.

Sam left at 2:30 to tutor underprivileged kids in math, volunteer work she did four days a week. When I heard her running down the stairs to the street door, I punched in Monika’s number and reached her voice mail again. By now, my anger at being stood up had turned into concern. I hadn’t worked with Monika long, but I knew it was unlike her to miss an appointment to discuss her finances.

On an impulse, I scribbled down her home address and called a taxi.

She lived in Old Town Square, an older, luxury condo building in the historic downtown neighborhood close to St. Lawrence Market. The glass front doors were locked, but I waved at the concierge at the reception desk, and he released the door lock. At the desk, I asked him to phone Monika’s suite.

While I waited, I took a good look at him. He was in his early twenties and wore his hair pulled back in a man bun. The tag on his jacket said his name was Nelson Wong.

“Ms. Lentz doesn’t seem to be at home,” Nelson said after waiting for her to pick up.

“I’m Pat Tierney, her financial advisor.” I handed him my business card. “She didn’t show up for an appointment today, which has me worried. Could I knock on her door?”

He gave me a smile and shook his head. “No, ma’am. We take our residents’ security very seriously.”

Back outside, I perched on a bench in the small garden outside Old Town Square and dug my phone out of my handbag. The rain had let up, but the sky was pewter gray. I called up the World’s website and saw that a Cynthia Fromm was listed as the World’s news editor; her email address was beside her name. I fired off an email, saying who I was, giving my phone numbers, and asking her to have Monika Lentz call me.

I had done everything I could for my client. I hailed a taxi, and I was on my way home when the rain began to fall again.

***
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Our landline rang around 10 p.m. I felt a flicker of fear as I always do when the phone rings late in the evening. Laura was upstairs trying to get Bear back to sleep. Eight-year-old Tommy was asleep in the room beside them. But had something happened to Tracy?

I turned down the volume of Verdi’s “Va, pensiero” in my study, and picked up the telephone. “Pat Tierney here.”

“Cynthia Fromm at the Toronto World.” She had a voice cured in cigarettes and bourbon. “You sent me an email about Monika Lentz.”

“Thanks for getting back to me. Can you tell me how I can reach her? She’s not answering her phones.”

“Why do you want to speak to her?” Cynthia asked.

“I told you in my message that I’m Monika’s financial advisor. She didn’t show up for our appointment today, so I stopped by her condo building this afternoon. She didn’t pick up when the concierge called her suite.”

“Did he let you into her suite?”

“He wouldn’t let me past the reception desk.”

Cynthia sighed. “Nika hasn’t sent us her column for tomorrow’s paper. She missed her deadline, and she’s never done that before. I wonder if I should check on her.”

“They won’t let you go to her suite either.”

“I live in the building, and I have her key card.”

I wanted to know that Monika was okay. “Could I come with you?” I asked. “I have documents for her to sign.”

“If you like.” Cynthia sounded hesitant, but I couldn’t blame her. She didn’t know me. “I’ll meet you at the front doors.”

I peered out my study window. By the light of the streetlamp, I saw that it was still raining. “I should be there in 20 minutes,” I said. “I’ll be wearing a yellow rain slicker.”

***
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Cynthia was a short, stocky woman whose brown hair had been cut in an unflattering bob. I caught the scent of cigarette smoke when she opened the glass doors for me.

“You must be a good friend if you have Monika’s key card,” I said as she swiped a card across an electronic reader beside an elevator door.

“Not really. I feed her cat and water her plants when she’s away.”

Inside the elevator, she swiped the card across another reader. “The private elevator to the penthouse.”

“The penthouse!” I exclaimed.

“Nothing but the best for Monika Lentz. Waterfront view on the twelfth floor, outdoor patio, no annoying neighbors on the floor, and no sharing crowded elevators with strangers.”

The elevator doors opened onto a suite illuminated by ceiling pot lights. A large marmalade cat greeted us with loud cries. “Sounds like you’re hungry, Romeo,” Cynthia said.

I walked into a suite that was out of the pages of a home-decor magazine: vaulted ceilings; floor-to-ceiling windows through which I saw Toronto Islands’ lights sparkling in the distance; a white leather sofa and matching armchairs; a black dining table with six black chairs; a stainless-steel kitchen; and abstract oil paintings in blacks, whites and grays on the walls.

The only touches of color were four large tropical trees and a ribbon of red that ran along the white carpet in the hall, ending in front of a closed door. A red silk scarf. Cynthia headed toward the door, and I followed close behind her.

She knocked, waited a few moments, then opened the door. Over her shoulder, I saw a woman in a white dress on a king-size bed with a red coverlet. Her head was tilted at an unnatural angle, her dark hair hiding her face.

Cynthia hurried over to the bed and brushed the woman’s hair back from her face. “Nika!” she cried, then turned to me, distraught.

I grabbed her shaking shoulders. “Get the elevator up here, Cynthia. Go!”

On autopilot, I went over to Monika. I pressed a finger to her wrist, averting my eyes from the dark welt around her neck and the terrible distortion of her face. No pulse, as I’d suspected. My heart hammering in my chest, I closed the bedroom door and took my phone out of my handbag.
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Chapter Three
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Pat

The police didn’t want us disturbing the crime scene, and we were told to wait in the lobby. So that was where we went.

The concierge that evening was a stooped man in his late fifties. His brown hair looked like it came out of a bottle, and he’d gone overboard with aftershave. According to the tag on his jacket, his name was Stan Gregory. His face darkened when Cynthia spoke to him in a low voice. He shot me a baleful look, as if I were responsible for what she’d said.

I made a beeline for the leather armchair by the window. I sank into it, the air knocked right out of me, trying to process what I’d seen upstairs. Cynthia took the love seat across from me and pulled her phone from her jacket pocket. “Gotta call the newsroom. This is a huge story. Nika was our star columnist.”

I was surprised by how business-like she’d become. “Shouldn’t you wait for the green light from the police?” I asked.

“Nika’s dead, and she was clearly murdered. Don’t need the cops to tell me that.”

I couldn’t argue with her conclusion. Monika was dead, and she may have been dead when I called her from the restaurant at lunchtime. Sadness washed over me as I realized her baby would have died too.

Cynthia had just ended her call when a constable from 51 Division arrived. We’d been told that he would secure the crime scene. She took him upstairs in the penthouse elevator, then returned. Ten minutes later, two homicide detectives, Inspector Neil Hardy and Sergeant Mario Mancini, entered the building with a uniformed officer. Hardy, the senior partner, ran a hand through his cropped ginger hair and surveyed the lobby. He spoke briefly to Gregory at the reception desk, and the concierge handed him an e-card.

“We meet again, Ms. Tierney,” Hardy said, coming over to where Cynthia and I were seated. I’d been involved in a few of Hardy’s homicide cases, and a fragile trust had developed between us.

I introduced Cynthia and told him she lived in the building.

“How did you get into the penthouse?” he asked us.

“Monika had an e-card made for me,” Cynthia said. “I look after her cat when she’s away. Pat was worried when she didn’t show up for an appointment today. Nika’s her client.”

Hardy waved the uniform over to us. “Constable Banerjee will stay in the lobby.”

“Okay to go outside for a smoke?” Cynthia asked.

“Stay inside,” Hardy said.

Banerjee posted himself beside the glass front doors. “Only residents are allowed in,” Hardy told him. “Gregory will confirm whether they live here. And Ms. Fromm has a card for the penthouse elevator.”

Then Hardy and Mancini got into that elevator.

Minutes later, banging sounded on the glass doors. Banerjee opened them, and a group of men and women trooped inside. “Crime-scene investigators.” Banerjee looked at Cynthia. “Would you take them upstairs?”

She nodded. She was holding open the elevator doors when Banerjee let a woman into the lobby. She had a cloud of gray hair and was carrying what looked like a doctor’s bag. She joined the team in the elevator.

Five minutes later, Cynthia returned to the lobby. “What’s happening up there?” I asked.

“Everyone’s suited up in those white bunny outfits you see on CSI shows.”

I pictured the elevator doors that opened into the penthouse. “Where did they suit up?”

“On the elevator. Hardy wouldn’t let them into the suite until they did. He and Mancini were wearing bunny suits too. When he realized I wasn’t part of the team, he ordered me downstairs.”

Then she was on her phone again. “There’s a cop at the front doors,” she ranted. “No way our guys will get in here.”

“What kind of article will you run?” I asked when she ended the call.

“I need to get a news story and a headshot of Nika on our website ASAP. Then a front-page story in tomorrow’s print edition, turning onto page three. An obit on Wednesday.”

“It looked like she was strangled.” I was thinking out loud.

Cynthia frowned. “Yeah, that mark on her neck . . . and her face. The cops won’t say anything official until the postmortem, but we saw it.”

She punched more numbers into her phone, barked out instructions, and began dictating: “Police have not yet confirmed the cause of death . . .”

I remembered my last meeting with Monika, when she’d been glowing with excitement. My mind flashed to the body on the bed upstairs, and I dug into my handbag for a pack of tissues.

A young woman, her platinum hair in a punk style, pounded on the glass doors. A man with a camera around his neck stood behind her. Banerjee opened one door, just a crack. “The lobby is closed to visitors,” he said.

“Cynthia!” the young woman called out. “Tell him we’re with you!”

Cynthia went over to the doors. “Constable, I’m a resident of this building and a senior editor at the Toronto World. My news team is here.”

He shook his head. “Sorry, ma’am. They’ll have to wait outside.”

Muttering obscenities, Cynthia returned to the love seat. It wasn’t long until she was on her phone again. “When the detectives come down, I’ll ask for a statement,” I heard her say, “but they’ll put me off until the PM.”

More pounding on the doors. Cynthia sprang up from her seat and peered out the windows. “Let him in, constable,” she said. “It’s Matt Ryder. He heads our police desk.”

Banerjee shook his head again. “Sorry.”

Hardy and Mancini returned to the lobby minutes later. Hardy raised a hand to Cynthia and me. “I hope you ladies won’t mind coming to headquarters.”

As if we had a choice.

“I’m the Toronto World’s news editor,” Cynthia said. “Can you give me a cause of death? Monika was a high-profile columnist at our paper. Her death is big news.”

Hardy’s face hardened. “No comment right now. Since you’re a resident here,” he said, “you may know someone in the building who will take Ms. Lentz’s cat.”

Cynthia stared at him for a few moments. “Aw heck, I’ll take the beast,” she said. “Until I can find him another home.”

Hardy turned to Mancini. “Take the cat to Ms. Fromm’s suite. She can use her e-card in the elevator.”

Cynthia gave him a brief nod, and they headed to the penthouse elevator.

Hardy returned Gregory’s e-card, and we took chairs by the window. Hardy busied himself with his phone. I sent Laura an email.

We got to our feet as soon as Cynthia and Mancini stepped off the penthouse elevator. She was holding a cat carrier. He was carrying a litter box. “I hope this damn cat doesn’t rip up my furniture,” Cynthia said when she saw us.

They went into a regular elevator. Hardy and I waited for them at the reception desk.

“Shall we be on our way?” he asked as soon as they returned. “There’s a car waiting outside.”

The World’s photographer took shots of us leaving the building. Two people got out of a TV mobile van that was parked across the street. Hardy raised a hand to them. “No comment!” he shouted.

A man in his thirties with wavy auburn hair and a reddish beard hurried over to Cynthia. He was clearly rattled. “What happened to Nika?” he asked. “I heard the code for a fatality at this address on my scanner, and I called the police desk. Sabir told me Nika was dead.”

Cynthia placed a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, Matt.”

Hardy and Mancini hustled the two of us into an unmarked Buick that was idling at the curb. I glimpsed Matt’s grief-stricken face through the rear window as we drove away.
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Chapter Four
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Pat

“Sergeant Mancini and I will be working out of 51 Division for the next little while so that we’ll be close to the crime scene,” Hardy said as we headed east on Front Street.

Fifty-one Division was housed in a handsome nineteenth-century building near the Distillery District. Cynthia and I were taken to separate rooms. I was fingerprinted, and my statement about finding Monika was recorded on video.

Then Hardy took me into an office. He asked how long I’d worked with Monika. When I told him, he wanted to know who she had named as her beneficiaries. I couldn’t recall their names, but said I had a copy of her will in my office.

I didn’t tell him she was pregnant. I knew the postmortem would reveal that.

“Did Ms. Lentz have a falling out with anyone recently?” he wanted to know.

“She didn’t mention anything like that when I saw her last week,” I said. “But her columns in the World were sometimes controversial.”

I told him what little I knew about her, but it was after 1 a.m. when I was dismissed. “We’ll follow up with you later today. Don’t leave town,” Hardy added with a grin.

Cynthia was waiting for me in the lobby. “I’m starving,” she said. “Want to get something to eat?”

“What’s open this late?”

“Fran’s. I’ll call a taxi.”

***

[image: ]


Fran’s family restaurants have been a Toronto institution for decades, and the College Street location was doing a brisk business when we arrived. We were taken to one of the few empty booths. Without even glancing at a menu, Cynthia asked for scrambled eggs, brown toast, and coffee. She took out her phone while I ordered coffee and a toasted bagel.

“The cops asked the questions, told me fuck all,” she said over the phone. “The online story looks good . . . I won’t be in until this afternoon. Gotta ID the body.”

She was frowning when she ended the call. “Good thing Mancini is driving me to the morgue. It’s way the hell up in North York,” she said. “Nika had no family to do that.”

Monika had been my client, not a friend, so I couldn’t bring myself to call her Nika. “You call her Nika,” I said, “but you say you weren’t close.”

“Everyone at the World called her Nika. That’s what she asked us to call her.”

“She had many friends at the newspaper?”

Cynthia shrugged. “Not really. I don’t think she wanted friends.”

I was surprised to hear that. “But she wrote about—”

“Outcasts and underdogs. She wrote about them with compassion, yet she’d never met most of those people, never had to put up with their . . . idiosyncrasies. Those she did meet, she met once, maybe twice. Nika knew how to get a good quote, but she didn’t stay around after she got it.”

I’d read many of her columns. She wrote about asylum seekers, survivors of the notorious residential schools for indigenous youth, and victims of child and elder abuse. Their stories had moved me, and she vented more than a little anger at their oppressors.

“How did a woman who grew up wealthy become the champion of underdogs?” I asked.

“Nika saw an opening and created a persona to fill it. And she did a terrific job of it.”

She paused, apparently to ponder what she’d just said. “Nika was a loner. I don’t think any of us at the World really knew her. What was your take on her?”

Good journalist that she was, Cynthia waited out my silence.

“I acquired her as a client when I bought another financial advisor’s practice last year,” I said. “I met her just four times, so I only knew her as a client.”

It was Cynthia’s turn to look surprised. “I figured you’d worked with her longer than that. Following up as you did when she didn’t make an appointment.”

I don’t usually follow up like that, but Monika had touched me when she told me about her pregnancy. But I wasn’t about to say that to Cynthia.

“She wrote some scathing columns two years ago about financial advisors ripping off clients to fill their own pockets,” Cynthia said. “Got really fired up about it, told me she’d found herself a new advisor. Must’ve been the advisor whose business you bought.”

I nodded. “That’s right. She worked with him until he decided to retire. She liked the idea of paying for objective investment advice, which was how he worked and so do I. I charge an hourly fee for my advice, and I don’t get commissions for selling financial products. I send clients to brokers for that.”

I wondered if there were recent columns that I’d missed. “Did she write about advisors ripping off clients in the past few months?”

“You’re wondering if a bent advisor knocked her off.”

“That crossed my mind.”

“Nothing recent about financial advisors. Her last two columns were about substandard kennels. Part of a series. She said a few columns would be about puppy mills, kennels that overbreed dogs under lousy conditions.” Cynthia paused. “Nika loved dogs, but our building doesn’t allow them. So she had a cat.”

“You’re the World’s news editor,” I said. “Did you tell her what to write?”

Cynthia gave a mirthless laugh. “Hell, no! Nika was our star columnist, poached from the Vancouver Sun and paid a queen’s ransom. She wrote whatever she liked, and no one was allowed to edit her copy, other than checking spelling and grammar. Yeah, she reported to me, but I was her boss in name only. Her boss, who fed her cat and watered her plants. And now I’m babysitting that cat.”

I signaled our server to refill our coffee. “Give me your take on her.”

“Nika was the classic only child of wealthy parents. Spoiled rotten as a kid, then heir to the family fortune.”

But her charmed life had ended decades before its time. The image of her body on the red bed flashed through my mind again. Such a terrible end to this woman’s life.

“She was competitive, not a team player,” Cynthia went on in her husky voice. “And a killer journalist. She was uncompromising. She’d dig and dig until she uncovered the entire story. She never backed down. And, of course, she knew exactly how good she was.”

“A significant other?” I asked, wondering who the baby’s father was.

“I wouldn’t know about that part of her life.”

“The guy you called Matt outside her building,” I prodded. “He was really upset.”

She nodded. “Matt Ryder was besotted with Nika, but she didn’t seem aware that he existed. Other than to let him give her rides and carry her heavy briefcases and boxes up to the newsroom.”

“Did you like working with her?”

Cynthia had finished her eggs and was wiping her plate with a piece of toast. “Nika didn’t take kindly to suggestions for her column, but, yeah, I liked working with her. I respected her as a journalist. I never had to worry whether she had her facts straight. Her column always came in on time. So a red flag went up when she missed her deadline last night.”

“Did some of her columns anger readers?”

“God, yes! She enjoyed making people angry.” Cynthia smiled. “The cops asked me to send them copies of her recent columns.”

I passed her my business card. “Would you send me copies too?”

She looked at my card, then at me. “You said on the phone you had documents for Nika to sign.”

“Well . . .”

“You lied about that,” she said. “You were worried about her.”

“Yes, I was worried.”

“But this goes beyond worry,” she said. “You met Nika four times in your office, yet you went looking for her when she missed an appointment. Now you’re asking me about her at 2:15 in the morning.”

She’d learn about Monika’s pregnancy soon enough. “I feel strongly about all my clients,” I said. “I try to do my best for them.”

Cynthia shook her head. She took a business card from her wallet, added two more phone numbers, and passed it to me.

I slipped my arms into my rain slicker. “You weren’t a close friend, yet you checked her suite when she didn’t make her deadline. And you’re here talking about her at this god-awful hour.”

She shook her head. “We both need to get lives, Pat.”
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Chapter Five
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Pat

I’d left a voice mail for Sam when I got home, saying I wouldn’t be at the office until early afternoon and asking her to reschedule my 11 a.m. appointment. I had just finished a very late breakfast when she phoned me.

“Pat,” she said, her voice pitched higher than usual, “Your photo’s in the Toronto World. Monika . . . it must’ve been horrible.”

I told Sam I’d see her at the office in an hour.

***
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Throughout my afternoon appointments, my mind kept returning to the events of the previous night. When the door phone rang at 4:30, I answered it. As she always did when she left for the day, Sam had locked the door to our second-floor suite and to the street door at the bottom of the stairs. Hardy was outside. I buzzed him in.

“On your own today?” he asked when I met him at the top of the stairs.

“My assistant leaves at 2:30.”

“Right. I remember.”

“Monika Lentz was murdered,” he said after he’d taken a chair across from my desk.

The ugly welt around her neck flashed through my mind. I swallowed hard. “Strangled?”

He nodded. “That’s what the coroner determined.”

“Time of death?”

“When she was found, the estimated time since death was about 24 hours. That puts the estimated time of death at between 9 p.m. and midnight.”

Monika had been dead for hours before our Monday appointment.

He pulled a notepad from his pocket. “We found the victim’s day planner on her phone. She intended to meet you at noon yesterday. What was your meeting about?”

I’d told him we had an appointment and Monika didn’t show up for it. “She wanted to buy a house,” I said.

“A house, eh?” He scribbled in his notepad. “You said you have a copy of her will.”

I went over to the cabinets where I keep paper documents. I placed an envelope in front of him. “Would you like a copy?”

His face cracked into a smile. “Appreciate it.”

He opened the envelope and scanned the will. “Last will and testament of Monika Nicholson Lentz, drawn up in March of last year,” he said.

That was 14 months ago, six months before Monika and I started working together. At our last meeting, I told her she should update her will.

“She made three bequests: the Toronto Humane Society, Ducks Unlimited, and Animal Equality,” Hardy went on. “Left everything to three animal-welfare groups. Nothing to relatives or friends.”

“She must’ve felt strongly about those causes.”

He scribbled in his notepad again. “I know about the Toronto Humane Society and Ducks Unlimited. But what the heck is Animal Equality?”

I pulled out my phone and called up Google. “It works to prevent cruelty to farm animals. Promotes what it calls ‘compassionate eating.’”

Hardy grunted. “I get it. Ms. Lentz was an animal hugger.”

I had to smile at that. The expression was tree hugger, not animal hugger, I wanted to tell him but I didn’t. Instead, I said, “Monika felt strongly about animals. Some of her recent columns were about substandard kennels. Cynthia Fromm said she was planning a few specifically about puppy mills.”

He shrugged and handed the will back to me. I took it over to the photocopier.

***
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Cynthia had emailed me the list of Monika’s recent columns, with links to the newspaper’s website. As well as kennels, they included interviews with residential school survivors that I remembered reading; the plight of families left homeless by forest fires in western Canada; and seniors who had been targeted by telephone scamsters. I needed more time to look at them carefully, but before I left the office, I called Cynthia at the World to thank her.

“You identified her body today,” I said while I had her on the phone. “How are you feeling?”

“It wasn’t a lot of fun.” She sounded upset.

“Monika’s recent columns on substandard kennels,” I said. “Did they get a good response from readers?”

“You’re hot on the trail, Pat Tierney. They brought in a few letters to the editor, all applauding what she wrote. No bomb threats from kennel owners, if that’s what you’re getting at, because she didn’t name owners in the columns. We don’t run the names of shoddy operations or their owners until there’s been a conviction. And very few kennel operators get charged, which was the point that Nika was making.”

“Did the police talk to people at the World today?” I asked.

“Hell, yes! They were all over the place. And they cleared out Nika’s desk and took her computer.”

“Back to her dog series. Does a series mean that every column for a certain period of time would be about, say, dogs?”

“You’re asking an awful lot of questions. For Nika, a series was anything she wanted it to be. Three columns in a row about dogs, then one about Syrian refugees, then back to dogs.”

“D’you think—?”

“Gotta go, Pat. Work to do before Nika’s wake tonight.”

I couldn’t resist. “A wake? Where is it?”

There was a long pause. “Oh, why the hell not? I helped organize it. It’s at The Press Room, a pub down the street from the World. Starts at 7 p.m. and runs until the joint closes.”
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Chapter Six
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Matt

As soon as he’d sent Nika’s obit to the news desk, Matt grabbed his daypack and left the building. At The Press Room, he claimed his favorite window table.

“You’re here early for the wake, Matt.” He looked up to see Chrissie, his favorite server, smiling down at him, her gray eyes filled with concern.

“Right, the wake’s tonight.” He didn’t know how he could sit through the gushing, the posturing, the flattery of colleagues claiming how much they adored Nika, when they were really green with envy of her.

He returned Chrissie’s smile. “What’s on tap today?”

“Rickard’s Red and Steam Whistle.”

“A pint of Rickard’s. And a shot of Jameson.”

“That kinda day, eh?”

He grunted and slumped down in his chair. It had been all he could do to get through the past few hours. He wanted to curl up in bed, but he had to write that damn obit, compressing the life of a brilliant, beautiful woman into a catalog of dates and achievements. And in the middle of writing the piece, he’d been hauled off to the World’s boardroom for questioning by the cops.

He had met Neil Hardy and his partner, Mario Mancini, numerous times in the course of police investigations, but they seemed to have forgotten that. Hardy had wanted to know why he had turned up at Nika’s condo building on Monday night. “I’m a police reporter here at the World,” he’d replied. “I heard over my scanner at home that there’d been a fatality at Old Town Square, where Nika—Monika Lentz—lived. I called the police desk at the World, and one of our reporters told me she was dead.”

Hardy had looked at him skeptically. “You knew where Ms. Lentz lived because you were dating her. Were you with her on Sunday?”

“I wasn’t with her on Sunday. And Nika and I weren’t dating.”
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