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Chapter 1: The First Suspicion
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Detective Robert Sullivan kept the overheads off. He worked under the blue hum of the desk lamp, the glow of his monitor, and the distant flicker from the vending machines in the break room down the hall. It was late—close to midnight—and the bullpen of Ontario Provincial Police headquarters was empty except for him. The silence wasn’t peaceful. It pressed in, thick and electric, amplifying every shuffle of paper, every sharp click of his pen. Sully thrived on silence. It was easier to think, easier to get angry without anyone watching.

His desk was a disaster zone by regulation standards: open folders stacked along the edge, crime scene photos fanned out with post-its sticking to them like price tags on old merchandise, a spiral-bound legal pad that never left his sight. He’d swept everything non-essential into a single cardboard box and parked it in the corner, which left the case materials nowhere to hide.

At the center of the desk: the confession. Printed on standard white, signed in a looping hand, every page initialed. Elizabeth Anne Montgomery. Age thirty-two. Registered nurse, Canadian College of Nurses. She’d used two different pens in her confession—Sullivan had circled that, annotated it, then triple-underlined “2 pens, why?” in the margin. He read the confession again, hunting for tone, contradictions, details a lawyer would latch onto. Each sentence was calm, declarative, and sandwiched between rehearsed remorse. The “why” was missing.

He reached for the evidence stack. Top photo: Meadowbrook Care Center. Cinderblock construction, windows all sealed. The kind of building you put next to a highway so families didn’t have to go far after the funeral. He turned to the next: an interior hallway. White tile, white walls, brown trim, every three meters broken by a resident’s door. Under the fluorescent ceiling, everything looked washed out, even the stains on the baseboards. Sullivan shuffled through. Medication room—locked fridge, steel cabinet, inventory sheet taped crooked to the wall. Lounge, half-moon arrangement of vinyl chairs, TV bolted up high. Bathroom, toilet with a cracked lid. No blood in any of them.

He wrote “Institutional sterility. Perfect environment for undetected escalation,” then pressed his thumb into the edge of the desk until it went numb.

He flipped open the personnel file. Elizabeth Anne Montgomery: four years at Meadowbrook, two at an Ottawa hospital before that, a gap year, then stints at two other homes that didn’t exist anymore. Her application photo was attached by staple, bent so her smile looked forced, one green eye reflecting red from the camera flash. Sullivan held the photo to the lamp, as if expecting a secret to develop. Nothing.

He scanned the attached résumé, looking for anomalies. Awards: several, including one for “excellence in end-of-life care.” References all checked out. Minor citations for tardiness, a single write-up for “medication variance” that was handled internally and dismissed. It was the kind of file he’d expect for a nurse who ended up in charge of the night shift. Quiet, diligent, the type the day nurses offloaded their worst patients onto. He tapped the corner of the résumé with his pen, thinking about how you could hide anything in a file like that if you just kept your head down.

On his right, the legal pad was already half-filled with his blocky, slanted handwriting. He looked over his own notes:

- "Victims: 8 (possible 9th—Arthur Wilson survived)."

- "All over 80. All with advanced dementia."

- "No direct witness to administration of lethal dose."

- "Confession handwritten, 7 pages."

- "Motive unclear—only ‘mercy’ cited."

- "Pattern: random, not scheduled. Avoided detection by alternating methods."

- "Toxicology: Insulin (confirmed); others pending."

- "Report from Susan Clark (2011): Discrepancy with med logs. No action taken by admin."

- "Possible system failures at every level."

He drew a long rectangle around the last note, double-thick, then wrote underneath: “Check administrator’s files for disciplinary process.”

He stacked the victim photos at the end of the desk and lined them up, youngest to oldest. Each was an official OPP crime scene shot: a hospital bed, white sheet pulled to the chin, evidence tag visible. The faces blurred by time, medication, and finally death. Sullivan made himself look at every photo, every time. He had a theory that if you looked hard enough, you could see the moment when they knew. Not that it helped anyone now.

He paused at the first photo: Arthur Wilson, age eighty-seven, dementia, placed at Meadowbrook by his daughter. The photo showed a man with a comb-over and a puckered mouth, eyes half-open, alive but not there. Sully had spoken to Wilson’s daughter. She’d cried over the phone, but not for long. “He’s just different,” she’d said. “It’s like he’s a stranger to me. But at least he’s safe now.”

Safe, Sullivan thought. He wrote the word and boxed it in.

He picked up the incident report from March 2007. “Patient found unresponsive, blood sugar in critical hypoglycemic range. Nurse Clark initiated emergency protocol. Patient revived after glucose administration. No subsequent investigation.” The words “no subsequent investigation” were underlined in blue, yellow, and red, three different people, three different departments.

Sullivan opened his laptop and scrolled through the digital file tree. He double-clicked a folder: CLARK, SUSAN—STATEMENT. The transcript loaded in a new window, text marching down the screen. He skimmed it: nervous, overly detailed, classic profile for a nurse in over her head. “I just had a feeling something was off.” “I never trusted the way she managed her shift.” “Sometimes she would go into the med room alone, even when it wasn’t her turn.” All the circumstantial breadcrumbs, never enough for a formal complaint.

He felt his jaw set. The same pattern in every case—staff with doubts, administrators unwilling to pursue them, protocols designed to protect the facility from liability, not the residents from harm. Sullivan had spent twenty-three years watching “human error” stand in for negligence and “system failure” replace accountability.

The clock on the wall rolled over to 12:05. He flexed his fingers, reached for the next evidence packet, and slit it open with a letter opener shaped like a police badge. The reports inside were heavier, hand-annotated by the facility director, some pages sticky with coffee, others dog-eared and worn at the edges. He read every line, even the ones blacked out with marker. The redacted sections were always the most interesting.

He found what he was looking for buried in a staff review from 2008. “Montgomery’s performance exceeds expectations. Residents respond well to her. Minimal family complaints.” The director had added, in pen, “Has been asked to assist in palliative transitions due to her calming influence.” Sullivan wrote “Selected as angel of death?” and underlined “calming influence” three times.

He ran his thumb along the corner of the file, flipping back to the confession. He read the last paragraph, the one where Montgomery apologized to “the families” and to “those who will never understand.” Her handwriting grew smaller at the end, as if she’d tried to fit the whole truth onto a single line and failed. It was almost a relief—Sullivan hated when the bad guys were eloquent.

He circled her final words, then stared at them until they blurred into the fiber of the paper. The silence in the office thickened. He listened to his own breathing, the low hum of the fluorescent lights, the muted roar of the highway beyond the station. He waited for the fear to show up, the same cold awareness that always arrived when a case was about to get real. Instead, he felt only anger, hard and clean.

He checked the clock again, then the next day’s schedule. First interview: Susan Clark, 9:30 a.m. He made a note to bring a box of tissues. She’d need them. He cleaned up the desk, stacking each folder precisely, arranging the photos so that Arthur Wilson’s was on top. He left the confession out, weighted under his badge.

He stood, stretched, and looked out over the bullpen. Every shadow was familiar, every desk a testament to cases solved and unsolved. Sullivan flicked off the desk lamp, plunged the room into near-darkness, then walked out, the echo of his footsteps chasing him down the empty hall.

* * *
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Susan Clark waited in the lobby, twisting a tissue to shreds. She wore scrubs under a puffy winter coat, hair scraped back so tight it sharpened her cheekbones. Her eyes darted between the door and the scuffed tile, never making contact with the civilian clerk at the reception window. The badge at her hip looked like it might dig through the fabric if she fidgeted any harder. 

When Sullivan entered, she stood at once, knees locked, arms flat to her sides. He sized her up: late thirties, shoulders squared, but the right hand trembled slightly as she zipped her coat higher. The look said she was ready to sprint or collapse, no in-between. He checked the logbook, then jerked his chin toward the inner corridor. 

“This way, please,” he said, keeping his tone even.

She followed, shoes squeaking against the linoleum in uneven bursts. They passed the bullpen—already empty at 9:10 a.m.—and turned into the interview block. Sullivan could feel the tension rolling off her. She paused outside Room 3, as if hoping for a last-minute reprieve, but then squared herself and went in.

He took the opposite chair. The interview room was all hard surfaces and bad lighting. A plastic pitcher of water, two mismatched glasses, a built-in camera with a blinking red LED. He started the recording, confirmed the date and time, then recited her full name for the record. “Susan Ellen Clark, R.N.” She nodded, lips pressed together, knuckles white.

Sullivan slid a fresh legal pad in front of himself. “You understand why you’re here, Ms. Clark?”

A tiny nod. “I was told you wanted to ask about Meadowbrook. About Arthur Wilson.” The words wobbled out. She already looked spent.

“That’s correct,” Sullivan said. “This is not a criminal interview. You’re considered a witness, not a suspect. If you wish to stop at any time, just say so.”

“I know.” The left thumb picked at the skin of her right palm. “I just want to help.” She kept her eyes on the table.

He let the silence work. Years of practice taught him that nervous witnesses filled gaps with the most important details.

Susan broke first. “It was my second year at Meadowbrook. March, two thousand seven.” She inhaled, held it. “Arthur Wilson was in Room 106. He had mid-stage dementia, ambulatory, required supervision with meds and meals.” She spoke like she was reading from a chart.

Sullivan said nothing, let her find her pace.

“I was on the overnight. Eleven to seven. The usual staff: myself, Elizabeth Montgomery, and an aide named Margaret.” The thumb picked faster. “Mr. Wilson was a wander risk, so we checked his room every hour.”

Sullivan flipped a page, jotted her cadence: “Sounds like a report. Used to being documented.”

“I went to check on him at 1:15. He was asleep, no distress. Next check was 2:05. The door was ajar.” Susan glanced up, then down. “He was on the floor. Cyanotic. Breathing, but barely. His skin was cold and clammy.” The words came quicker now. “I checked his sugar—twenty-four. That’s almost incompatible with life. He’s not diabetic.”

Sullivan asked, “What did you do next?”

“I called a code, got the crash cart, started glucose IV. He came back. EMS arrived. He was stabilized and transferred to hospital.” Her voice got smaller. “He lived.”

Sullivan nodded. “You said he wasn’t diabetic. Any idea how his blood sugar dropped that far?”

Susan’s eyes flickered to the camera, then away. “No. I mean—yes. I had suspicions.”

He waited.

“There was a used insulin pen in the med room trash. No one was prescribed insulin that night, but the label was missing. I...” She stopped, pressed her thumb so hard against the palm it left a red crescent. “I asked Elizabeth if she’d been in there.”

“And?” Sullivan prompted.

“She said she was just checking supplies. That sometimes they run low and she does a count. She was calm, like nothing had happened.”

Sullivan made a small noise. “Did you believe her?”

“No.” The word came out like a cough. “But I didn’t have proof. The med logs were correct, nothing signed out. Elizabeth was the senior nurse. She’d been there longer. People liked her.” She looked at the wall, voice starting to fray. “I told the director, Karen Miller. She told me not to ‘make waves’ unless I had concrete evidence. She said if I kept asking around, it could be seen as harassment.”

Sullivan jotted that too. “Were you aware of any other incidents?”

“Not at that time. But...” Susan hesitated, pressed a nail to her cuticle, dug in. “Over the next year, three more residents had sudden medical events—either respiratory or cardiac. All were end-stage dementia, but the decline was abrupt. I started a log. I compared shifts. Elizabeth was always working when it happened.” She blinked twice, then stopped herself from saying more.

Sullivan leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Why did you keep working there?”

Her eyes widened. “What else was I supposed to do? I needed the job. I had debt. And I thought—I thought maybe I was wrong. That it was coincidence. You don’t expect a nurse to...”

She trailed off, voice gone. For a moment, only the camera’s tiny click punctuated the silence.

He wrote: “Guilt. Feels complicit. Self-recrimination.”

He said, “You did the right thing, Ms. Clark.”

She laughed, a single dry sound. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You saved Arthur Wilson’s life,” Sullivan said. He meant it.

She shook her head, but her shoulders loosened a little. “If I’d been even fifteen minutes later on my rounds...”

Sullivan’s pen hovered, then dropped to the pad. “Did you notice any changes in Elizabeth’s behavior after the Wilson incident?”

Susan considered. “She got more careful. Never entered a room alone if I was on shift. Always locked the med room. Started using gloves for everything. She was... nice, but in a way that made your skin crawl.”

Sullivan said, “Were you ever afraid for your own safety?”

She looked at him then, direct. “No. She wasn’t interested in hurting healthy people. Or staff.” The silence stretched. “It was always the patients.”

He nodded. “Do you remember the last time you saw her?”

Susan’s mouth twisted. “She brought me coffee on my last day. Told me I’d make a great head nurse someday. I never drank it.”

Sullivan smiled at that, a dry, professional thing.

He glanced at his notes, then closed the pad. “That’s all for now, Ms. Clark. You may be contacted again, but you’re not in any trouble. Thank you for your candor.”

She stood quickly, wiped her palms on her coat. “Will it be in the papers?”

“Eventually,” Sullivan said. “But not with your name.”

She nodded, almost bowed, and left the room, shoes silent this time. 

Sullivan waited for the door to close, then drew a heavy black line under her statement. He marked: “Subject credible. Wilson case = first failed attempt.” He turned off the recorder and sat for a moment, listening to the silence reclaim the interview room. 

He stood, stretched his back, and gathered the victim photos from his briefcase. He laid them on the table again—this time, with Arthur Wilson’s picture at the head of the line, the survivor among the dead.

In another office, another day, Sullivan would have felt satisfied. Today, he just felt cold.
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Chapter 2: Elizabeth's Descent
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The file review room looked like evidence had bred overnight. Floor to ceiling, every square of linoleum lost under milk crates, cardboard boxes, and stacks of ring binders threatening collapse. Sullivan threaded his way through the maze, holding his coffee in one hand and a yellow notepad in the other, using his elbow to nudge aside a battered banker’s box marked “HOLIDAY CARDS (DO NOT DESTROY)” in Sharpie. Someone had added a sad face beneath.

He settled into the only open chair and flicked on the ceiling light. A hum, the color of dental work, filled the room. The desk had been wiped down for him: a single computer terminal, a battered tape recorder, and the manila folder he’d requested from Records, “Montgomery – Background,” thick enough to raise the stack a quarter inch above the desk. He tapped the folder with his index finger, then pulled it open.

On top: a clipped stack of photographs. Elementary school. High school graduation, the mortarboard askew, Elizabeth’s smile polite and under-rehearsed. A blurry snapshot of her at a backyard birthday, hair longer, holding a white plastic cup and squinting into the sun. Sullivan shuffled through each one, pausing on the last. College portrait. Green eyes. Hair tied back, no earrings, no visible tells. If you lined up a hundred Canadian nursing grads, she’d be number seventy-three. His pen hovered over the notepad and he wrote: “Unremarkable face. No indicators.” Then: “How many like her, waiting?”

Beneath the photos, a list of phone numbers and names, each cross-referenced with an OPP interview date. Sullivan read through the first three, then pulled the tape recorder closer and loaded the cassette marked “MONTGOMERY, ELIZABETH: BACKGROUND.” The recorders were a decade obsolete, but Internal Affairs insisted on analog for sensitive personnel files. Digital, they claimed, was easier to hack.

He pressed play.

A woman’s voice, low and wary, filled the room. “She was always... polite. We didn’t talk much after grade school. Her folks kept to themselves.” The voice had that rural Ontario rhythm—quick to drop pronouns, comfortable in negative space. “I remember once she told me she didn’t believe in heaven or hell, just that people disappeared. I was eight, and that scared me.”

Pause. The interviewer's voice: “Were her parents religious?”

“They tried, on Sundays. But they drank.” An exhale, almost a laugh. “You learn not to ask for sleepovers.”

Click. Sullivan stopped the tape and scribbled: “Isolation, early. Death = disappearance, not moral.” He drew a box around it, then let his eyes go unfocused, thinking of his own mother’s insistence on bedtime prayers and how, even then, he’d just recited the words for effect.

He started the tape again. A male instructor this time, nasal with the edge of a cold: “Elizabeth was one of our best students. Technically excellent, always top marks on clinicals. Some of the others resented her. She kept to herself—ate alone, worked alone. But patients loved her. She could make a ninety-year-old with bedsores feel seen.” Paper rustled. “I recommended her for the hospice internship.”

Sullivan stopped the tape again, jaw tightening. “Empathy = tool, not connection,” he wrote. Then, after a pause: “Why?”

The next section was quieter, almost muffled, and he turned the volume up. A woman’s voice, brittle and shaking. “I was Elizabeth’s partner for three years. We lived together.” The interviewer prompted: “Can you describe your relationship?” The voice faltered, then continued. “She... she was kind. Thoughtful. But sometimes she’d disappear for hours, no explanation. I’d find her in the tub, just staring at the faucet. Or she’d reorganize all the pill bottles, even when they were already in order.” A deep breath, then: “She confessed things, sometimes. Stuff from work. Stuff she couldn’t say out loud. I thought she just needed to talk. I didn’t think it was real.”

Sullivan rewound that part twice, finger drumming against the tape deck. Then he wrote: “Confession = validation? Self-disgust?” The room felt colder, or maybe it was the neon glare of the lights leeching out warmth. He scrawled: “Partner = Harper, Marlene,” then circled it, underlining “reorganize pill bottles” and “tub = water motif?” He caught himself, wondered when he’d started sounding like a profiler, then shrugged and kept going. Every cop picked up bad habits from the FBI seminars.

He played the next tape, this time a group interview with three nurses from Meadowbrook. The sound quality was trash, but the voices overlapped, laughing nervously at first. “She never raised her voice,” one said. “If you made a mistake, she’d fix it and never tell anyone.” Another: “She worked doubles all the time. Said she preferred nights. I thought she just hated people.” A third: “She brought in cupcakes on her birthday, didn’t say it was hers until the end of shift.”

Sullivan jotted: “Invisible birthday. Self-erasure? Or hiding in plain sight?” He reached for the coffee, found it cold, and sipped anyway.

The next tape was shorter, labeled simply “HARPER, MARLENE – 2012.” He pressed play, expecting another monotone recitation. Instead, the voice came through choked and raw. “She told me, one night, that she’d ‘helped’ someone. I asked what she meant. She said she gave him peace.” A sob. “I didn’t want to believe her. I thought it was the pills talking. She was always in pain. Always taking something for it. But she said, ‘He was ready. I was the only one who saw it.’”

Sullivan’s pen froze, then resumed. “Validation by action. Delusion, or sense of higher duty?” He replayed the last line—‘He was ready. I was the only one who saw it.’—and found himself clenching his jaw so tight his molars hurt. He closed his eyes, exhaled through his nose, then wrote, “Classic angel-of-mercy language. Rationalization, post hoc.”

He flipped through the rest of the folder, scanning the psych evals from her time at Ottawa General. Nothing out of the ordinary, just a note about “mild dysthymia, recommended follow-up,” and a signed attendance sheet for a mandatory “Self-Care and Substance Awareness” seminar. Irony thick enough to drown in.

He pulled out the last two photos. Elizabeth, age thirty, standing in front of a Toronto cityscape, wind blowing her hair into her eyes. The next, two years later, standing next to Marlene at a cottage dock, both smiling, arms around each other. Elizabeth wore a sweatshirt three sizes too big and cargo shorts, and Sullivan had to check the label twice to confirm it was the same person.

He lined up all the photos across the desk, end to end. Childhood, adolescence, college, Meadowbrook, then the confession: seven pages, blue and black ink, initialed at every turn. He stared at them, searching for a through line. He saw nothing but the ordinary, the blandly Canadian, the forgettable. And yet, it was all here, in the boxes and binders and folders—proof of something monstrous.

He grabbed his pen, wrote “Profile: High-functioning, meticulous. Addictive personality, empathy as manipulation. Likely views actions as redemptive. Possible martyr complex.” He boxed it in, thick marker, then circled “martyr” until the paper started to tear.

He played the last few minutes of tape, just the empty hiss, and closed his eyes. He pictured Elizabeth at the desk in her intake photo, hands folded, eyes averted from the lens. He wondered if she’d known, even then, how the story would end.

He turned off the tape, filed the photos back in the folder, and left the confession on the desk, splayed open to the last page. He locked the file room, let the hum of the lights fade behind him, and walked out into the corridor, carrying nothing but his notes and a fresh sense of dread.

* * *

[image: ]


Long after the train had gone, its whistle haunted the walls. The cheap duplex vibrated, the force of the rails two kilometers away rattling every loose pane and cabinet door in the kitchen. Elizabeth huddled on the cracked linoleum, knees pulled tight, arms wrapped double around shins. Her hair—too short, too uneven—stuck to the sweat on her neck.

Her mother and father were at it again. She listened to the argument, not because she cared who won, but because she’d learned to count the seconds between the shouts and predict when it would end. Her mother’s voice—sharp as a knife and twice as fast—sliced through the barrier of the door. Her father, slow and deliberate, answered only to escalate or to retreat. Tonight was a retreat.

The kitchen was all relic: ancient, sticky appliances, a Formica table with three mismatched chairs, and wallpaper stained by a thousand meals. On the counter, an orphaned army of empty Molson bottles, their red labels ripped and curling. Next to them, a squat brown prescription vial, the kind with a childproof lid that never worked. Elizabeth picked it up, turned it over, and read the label aloud, just to hear something that made sense.

“Clonazepam. Take as needed. Do not operate heavy machinery.” She snorted, set the bottle upright, and lined it next to its siblings. Two more vials, both with her mother’s name on them—one for nerves, one for sleeping. She arranged them by height, then by color, then alphabetically, enjoying the puzzle for the twenty seconds before the shouting began again.

Above the fridge, a stack of VHS tapes: Benny Hinn, Billy Graham, three labeled “Bethel Church, 1996.” Elizabeth remembered her mother playing them on Sundays, the plastic covers soft and greasy from handling. Sometimes, when things got bad, her mother would go on a cleaning spree and dump all the tapes in the garbage. By Tuesday, they’d be rescued, dusted, and shelved again. The only constant in the kitchen was disorder, except for the pill bottles. She made sure of that.

The fight crescendoed with the sound of glass breaking. Elizabeth flinched, but only out of habit; it was always the same glass, a souvenir from a trip no one remembered, sacrificed weekly to the god of domestic drama. She listened for footsteps. The bathroom door slammed, lock clicking with a practiced snap. Her mother preferred to cry alone.

Elizabeth left her corner and padded to the window. Outside, the night was lit only by the sodium glow of the crossing signal. She watched the empty road for a minute, imagining the trains as animals, too big and dumb to care what they crushed. She pulled the curtain shut, then drifted to the living room, careful not to disturb anything her mother would notice.

On the couch: a nest of dirty laundry and the thick blue blanket Elizabeth used when she was cold or scared. She wrapped herself in it, tucked her feet under the dog’s body—the mutt too old and lazy to care—and watched the blinking LED of the TV. Her father’s channel: curling, muted, men and women in matching jackets yelling at rocks. She unmuted it, let the familiar nothingness fill the room.

Ten minutes later, her mother emerged. Eyes red, but face composed, she stalked straight to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, then returned to her bedroom without a word. Elizabeth waited, then counted to a hundred, just in case. When she was sure the house was stable, she tiptoed back to the kitchen, realigned the pill bottles, and swept the shards of the broken glass into her cupped palm.

She disposed of it in the garbage, buried beneath wadded paper towel, then washed her hands twice. She checked the bottles again. Satisfied, she turned off the light and climbed the stairs to her own room, stepping over the last creaky board at the top. Her room was neat—her only protest against the rest of the house. Books stacked by genre, not author. Clothes by color. Schoolbag packed and repacked before bed, pencils sharpened to identical points.

Elizabeth lay on her back and stared at the ceiling. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept without waking in the middle of the night, but tonight she didn’t care. Tomorrow was a school day, and the only thing worse than her family was being late.

She listened to the house as it settled. Her father snored in the living room, her mother’s muffled crying resumed behind the locked bathroom door. The train’s next whistle was distant, gentler. Elizabeth closed her eyes and let the vibrations shake her back to sleep.

* * *
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Nursing school was fluorescent and endless. Elizabeth learned the rhythm fast: intake at six, vitals at seven, medications at nine, charting in every spare minute. She moved through rotations like a ghost in blue scrubs, learning to glide between IV poles and avoid the coffee spills in the staff lounge. The smell of antiseptic never left her hair.

She excelled early. Her first week on the surgical floor, she was the only student who didn’t blanch at the wound care demo. By midterm, she could intubate a dummy in under twenty seconds, tie a tourniquet one-handed, and tape down a combative patient without leaving bruises. Her instructors called her “a natural,” which she knew just meant “efficient.” She got used to being left alone with the difficult cases. The patients liked her—old men with wet coughs, women whose bodies had betrayed them twice over. She never made them feel stupid for asking questions.

After her first term, the program director pulled her aside. “You have a gift, Elizabeth. Not just for the work, but for the people.” He gave her a pin: Outstanding Compassion. The metal was cheap, but she wore it anyway.

That night, she lay on her dorm bed and stared at the ceiling, the pin pressed into her palm until her hand tingled. She wondered if they gave out awards for hiding the shakes, or for staying awake forty hours straight without missing a dose.

During clinicals, she watched the nurses wheel the medication cart from room to room, the keys swinging from a cheap lanyard. The system was idiot-proof, which meant it was designed for the idiots. But there was always a workaround. You just had to wait for the right moment: the chaos of a code blue, the distraction of an alarm, the shift change when everyone was busy gossiping or counting down minutes until freedom.

Elizabeth practiced the routine. She palmed two Ativan from the morning tray, slipped them into her side pocket, and logged the doses as “waste” with a forged initial. No one questioned it. Later, alone in the stairwell, she dry-swallowed both tablets and waited for the buzz to start in her fingertips and crawl up her arms.

She justified it, at first. She wasn’t stealing from the patients—just the system. The hospital threw out more drugs in a month than she could consume in a year. Besides, she needed it. The insomnia, the racing thoughts, the terror of making a fatal mistake: it was all background noise until the pills dialed it down to something she could control.

By second year, she graduated from Ativan to anything that would stick: tramadol, codeine, the leftover sleeping pills from expired patient prescriptions. She stockpiled them in a hollowed-out copy of Grey’s Anatomy, lined the spine with childproof caps. Sometimes she took them, sometimes she just touched them, organizing the stash by size, shape, or color.

In labs, she drew blood with the confidence of a phlebotomist twice her age. Her hands never shook, not even when the supervisors watched. But in the breakroom, waiting for the next round, she caught herself checking the door every two minutes. She got jumpy when people stood too close, hated the sound of her own name over the intercom.

The only place she felt calm was the meds room. She loved the order: the pill counters, the blister packs, the neat rows of labeled bottles. She’d run her finger along the shelf, reading the names like a rosary. Sometimes, she wondered what her mother would think if she could see her now, a straight-A student with access to every substance she’d ever begged for.

At the end of the term, there was a ceremony. The instructors handed out certificates in the basement auditorium, everyone in their crispest uniforms. Elizabeth sat in the middle row, watching as each classmate marched up, shook hands, and posed for a blurry photo. When her name was called, she walked to the podium, accepted the scroll, and smiled for the camera. The program director said, “You’re going to do great things,” and she almost laughed.

That night, she cleaned out her locker, placing the hidden pill bottles into her duffel, buried under socks and textbooks. She paused at the tiny mirror on the inside door. The fluorescent light made her look sallow, the shadows deepening around her eyes. She stared for a long time, then snapped the mirror shut, zipped the duffel, and left.

Outside, the air smelled like thawing earth and cigarette smoke. Elizabeth found a bench and sat, the duffel heavy at her feet, her hands steady in her lap. She waited for the sky to change color, then walked home, one foot after another, until the sun rose and the world looked clean again.

* * *
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The 2006 Healthcare Solutions Conference took place in a soulless convention center north of Toronto, walls the color of artificial sweetener, air thick with the musk of hand sanitizer and a thousand institutional blazers. Elizabeth had been sent by her hospital as a reward for “initiative”—her supervisor’s word, not hers—and she arrived early, dressed in the recommended uniform: white blouse, navy slacks, sensible shoes. She could have blended in with the posters advertising flu vaccines or the folding tables lined with pamphlets about wound care innovation.

She hated crowds. Especially crowds of nurses and doctors. The badge they gave her at registration—ELIZABETH MONTGOMERY, OTTAWA REGIONAL—hung heavy around her neck, a visible liability. She moved along the perimeter of the main hall, eyes down, navigating by coffee scent and the soft drone of pharmaceutical reps pitching “new delivery systems” to anyone standing still.

At the refreshment table, she poured herself a cup of coffee and looked up just as another attendee reached for the same urn. Their hands collided, and a splash of hot water landed on both wrists. The other woman hissed, shook out her hand, then started to laugh.

“Battle scars,” she said, flashing a quick grin. “Better than a needlestick, anyway.” She wore her badge askew: MARLENE HARPER, ST. THOMAS DENTAL. Her hair was chestnut brown, tied in a low ponytail, and her shirt bore a faint trace of lipstick near the collar.

Elizabeth nodded, forced a smile. “I’m usually more coordinated. Or at least, I hope.”

“Don’t worry. If you need medical attention, there’s at least fifty first responders in this building.” Marlene winked, then grabbed two napkins, handed one over. “You here for the workshops or just the free samples?”

Elizabeth took the napkin, dabbed at her sleeve. “Medication reconciliation seminar. And you?”

“Dental ethics panel. Sounds riveting, right?” Marlene leaned in conspiratorially. “It’s just an excuse to gossip and trade horror stories. You wouldn’t believe the things people say with their mouths open.” She paused, then laughed at her own joke.

Elizabeth laughed, too, maybe a little too hard. “I probably would, actually.”

They moved down the table together, both pretending to scan the trays of bagels and fruit but really just jockeying for space in a room that felt too big and too small at once.

“So, Ottawa,” Marlene said, glancing at Elizabeth’s badge. “Big city nurse, huh?”

“Hardly,” Elizabeth said. “Small town originally. Came to the city for school and never left.”

“I’m the opposite. Grew up in Mississauga, now I work out of a two-room practice in Port Stanley. Town’s so small, the mailman delivers by bicycle.” Marlene’s face crinkled at the memory. “It’s like living in a cartoon. But less entertaining.”

Elizabeth sipped her coffee, trying to summon something interesting to say. “I’ve never been to Port Stanley,” she offered.

“You should come. There’s a beach, a pier, the world’s worst fish and chips. And,” Marlene lowered her voice, “a local bar where everyone knows your secrets by day two.”

Elizabeth shrugged. “I don’t think I have any secrets.”

“That’s what they all say.” Marlene’s eyes were warm and sharp at the same time. “So, what’s the worst patient story you’ve got? I’ll trade you.”

Elizabeth hesitated, then launched into a sanitized version of the time she had to remove a toothbrush from a man’s rectum. She edited out the part where she pocketed two Percocet from the med tray afterward. Marlene rewarded her with a low whistle and a story about a woman who brought her own teeth to the clinic and insisted they be cemented in with superglue.

They stood there until the crowd thinned, trading stories, coffee refills, and sideways glances that bordered on flirtatious. At one point, Marlene reached up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear and bumped Elizabeth’s arm in the process.

“Sorry,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “I get fidgety when I’m nervous.”

Elizabeth felt her cheeks flush. “Are you nervous?”

“A little.” Marlene grinned. “You’re easy to talk to.”

Elizabeth swallowed. She didn’t know what to say to that, so she just nodded and pretended to study the conference schedule.

At lunch, they found themselves at the same round table, eating overcooked pasta and poking fun at the guest speaker’s PowerPoint font choices. Marlene took every opportunity to lean in, to close the gap, to make Elizabeth feel like the center of a private universe.

When the day wrapped, Marlene lingered in the lobby. “Do you want to get dinner? Or are you heading back tonight?”

Elizabeth hesitated, then shook her head. “I have to stay for the next session. Early train tomorrow.”

“Shame,” Marlene said, but she looked more amused than disappointed. She dug a business card out of her purse and wrote her cell number on the back, then handed it over with a flourish. “If you ever get to Port Stanley, text me. My place is too big for just me, anyway.”

Elizabeth took the card, tucked it into her wallet. She tried not to smile, but failed.

“See you around, Elizabeth Montgomery,” Marlene said, and then she was gone, heels clacking a path through the emptying lobby.

Elizabeth stood for a minute, feeling the afterglow of the encounter settle over her like a warm compress. She looked at the card again, memorized the number, then slipped it into her breast pocket.

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, indifferent to her tiny, bright secret. Elizabeth finished her coffee, shouldered her bag, and walked out of the conference center into the dark, her whole body buzzing in a way she couldn’t name.

* * *
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The apartment was a disaster, but it was theirs. Second-floor walkup above a shuttered hair salon, the kind of place where the heating never worked and the windows sweated even when the world outside was arctic. Elizabeth came home late—again. Marlene was already there, feet propped on the coffee table, lost in a stack of Us Weeklies. The TV played some reality show, volume low.

Elizabeth dropped her bag by the door, toed off her shoes, and went straight for the bathroom. The light was harsh, the counter crowded with makeup, half-squeezed toothpaste tubes, and the neat row of pill bottles she kept “just in case.” She opened the cabinet. The bottles rattled. She tipped one to her palm, frowned at the nearly empty count, then tried another. Same. She checked the trash for a refill pack, found nothing, and stood for a moment with both hands braced on the sink.

Marlene’s voice floated in. “You okay in there?”

“Yeah,” Elizabeth called back, voice flat.

She returned to the kitchen, where Marlene was now microwaving leftover Chinese. Elizabeth reached for a glass, filled it from the tap, and took two of the pills dry. She watched the water swirl with traces of last night’s coffee grounds and let her mind blank.

Marlene leaned against the counter, arms folded. “Rough shift?” she asked, careful not to sound accusatory.

“Something like that.” Elizabeth’s gaze stayed fixed on the sink.

“You know, you could just ask your doctor for something if your back’s still bothering you,” Marlene said. She made it sound casual, like discussing the weather.

Elizabeth shrugged. “It’s fine. I just need to take the edge off.”

Marlene smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “If you say so, superstar.”

Elizabeth waited for the next line, the real one—the one that would ask, Are you using again? or Why are you so far away? Instead, Marlene grabbed her plate of food, nodded at the couch, and called, “Want some?”

“I’ll eat later,” Elizabeth said, already drifting down the hallway.

The living room was a minefield of textbooks, loose papers, and empty takeout containers. On the wall above the TV, the calendar had a red circle around “JAN 12: E.M. STARTS @ MEADOWBROOK.” Two exclamation marks. Marlene’s work, obviously.

Elizabeth sat at the dining table and leafed through her orientation packet, but the words blurred. Her mind kept flipping back to the near-empty pill bottle and the way her hands shook when she tried to write.

Marlene padded in, plate balanced on one palm, and slumped into the chair across from her. “You ready for Monday?” she asked, mouth full of rice.

Elizabeth nodded. “Orientation’s just a formality. They need bodies.”

Marlene laughed. “You make it sound so glamorous.”

“Isn’t it?”

They ate in silence, the TV a low drone in the background. After a while, Marlene asked, “You ever think about going back to school?”

Elizabeth chewed the idea over. “Thought about it. Why?”

Marlene shrugged. “I dunno. You’re good at this. But you could do more. Move up, teach, whatever.”

Elizabeth pushed her plate away. “Maybe.” She didn’t mean it. She had enough trouble getting through the day as it was.

Marlene stood and gathered the plates. As she rinsed them in the sink, she said, “If you want to talk, you know, about anything... you can.”

Elizabeth almost laughed. “About what?”

“Just... anything.” Marlene’s back was turned. “You’ve been different since Ottawa. Distant.”

Elizabeth opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Instead, she said, “I’m tired.”

Marlene finished the dishes, wiped her hands on her pants, and came over. She put a hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder, squeezed once, then let go. “Early night, then.”

Elizabeth nodded.

When Marlene had disappeared down the hall, Elizabeth sat at the table for a long time, tracing the edge of the pill bottle with her thumb. The apartment was silent except for the hum of the fridge and the occasional car passing below. She looked at the calendar, at the big red circle, and tried to imagine herself at Meadowbrook, starting over, being good again.

She took another pill, just to make sure, then went to bed and waited for sleep to catch up.

* * *
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Sullivan spent the better part of the morning in a holding pattern, waiting for Internal to process the digital copies of Meadowbrook’s personnel files. When the call finally came, it was from a harried IT tech who apologized for the delay, then dumped a thumb drive and a padded envelope onto the evidence cart outside his office.

He plugged in the drive and watched the directory bloom: PDFs, scans, a subfolder of “AUDIO STATEMENTS.” He clicked the first one—KAREN MILLER, ADMINISTRATOR—and braced for the monotony.

Her voice was exactly as he remembered from the first interview: tight, nasal, crisp as a new fifty. “Elizabeth Montgomery was hired in January 2007, following all standard background checks. Her references were positive. During her initial probation, she exhibited minor issues with punctuality—three instances in six months, all documented.” Karen’s tone suggested that tardiness was a moral failing on par with theft or murder.

Sullivan let the audio run while he flipped through the scanned forms. The “Employee Incident Report” template repeated like a rubber stamp. Row after row: “Late arrival,” “Improper uniform,” “Unsigned chart.” On page nineteen, a single line caught his eye: “Medication variance—reported by staff, investigated, no further action.”

He jotted a note, then leaned closer as the recording clicked into a new section.

“In terms of patient care, Montgomery was unremarkable. Her charting was neat, her interactions with residents efficient. She volunteered for extra shifts. There were no complaints from family or staff.” Karen paused, a mechanical shuffle audible on the tape—papers being stacked, sorted, restacked. “If I’m being honest, she was forgettable. Not the type to draw attention.”

Sullivan could practically see the woman behind her desk, straight-backed, glasses perched on her nose, every hair in place. He pictured the conference room where they’d done the interview—Karen in her power suit, hands folded so tightly the knuckles blanched.

The tape clicked again. Karen’s voice, softer now: “The medication variance was flagged by our pharmacy interface. I don’t recall the specifics—possibly an expired insulin pen, or a missing pill count. The issue was addressed in supervision. Montgomery assured us it was a clerical error.” She hesitated, for the first time sounding uncertain. “There was nothing to suggest... anything else.”

Sullivan paused the tape and pinched the bridge of his nose. He’d heard this song before, in a hundred minor key variations. No one ever saw it coming, even when it was written in black ink on a white page.

He read the “Supervision Summary” next. The language was pure admin: “Employee has demonstrated improvement following intervention,” “No further discrepancies observed,” “Recommend continued employment status.” The forms looped back on themselves, always returning to the default assumption that nothing serious could ever happen here.

He played the rest of the tape. Karen was mid-sentence, voice growing brittle. “I want to say for the record that our facility adheres to the highest standards of care. The events in question were... an aberration. No one could have predicted such a breach of trust. Our protocols—” Her breath caught, and she reset, all business again. “Our protocols are robust, but no system is infallible.”

Sullivan rolled his eyes, then scrawled “systemic denial” on his pad.

He pulled up the scanned “Disciplinary Action Form.” Most boxes unchecked, only the lowest tier selected: “Written Warning—No further action required.” The narrative field was typed and dated by Karen herself: “Staff member was reminded of appropriate documentation procedures. Matter resolved amicably.”

He scrolled back to the audio, skipping to the last minute. Karen’s tone changed, a faint tremor now. “When the news broke about the deaths, I went back over every file. I asked myself if I’d missed something. But there was nothing.” A brittle laugh. “I guess that’s the problem, isn’t it? The ones who get away with it always look like everyone else.”

Sullivan shut the laptop and sat, staring at the far wall. He thought of the folder labeled “Montgomery – Background” still on his desk, the photos of her at every life stage, nothing to mark her as special or dangerous. He pictured the eight dead, the one survivor, the line of administration staff who’d signed off on each and every “resolved amicably.”

He wrote “THE DISEASE IS ADMINISTRATION” in all caps, boxed it, then underlined it three times. He wanted to punch the wall, or at least the next HR rep who started a sentence with “best practices.”

Instead, he stood and walked the halls of the OPP building, waiting for the cold rage to settle. He passed by a window and caught his own reflection: tie askew, coffee stain on his cuff, eyes rimmed in red. He looked like every other overworked detective, but inside he felt hollowed out.

He returned to his office and started the next tape, letting the voices pile up until they blurred into static. Each one was another excuse, another bureaucratic incantation. Sullivan closed his eyes and tried to imagine a world where someone, anyone, had written down what they really saw.

He couldn’t do it. The file in front of him was thicker than most murder books, but it told him nothing he didn’t already know.

* * *
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Elizabeth got off the bus at the end of the line, the February wind slicing through her new coat and numbing her ears. The Meadowbrook Care Center loomed across the road, three stories of cinderblock gray with a faded blue sign that looked ashamed of itself. She paused on the curb, took a breath, and double-checked her ID badge. ELIZABETH MONTGOMERY, RN. It still felt like an alias.

Inside, the air was thick with pine-scented antiseptic and the sweet rot of old bodies. The lobby was exactly as she’d imagined: plastic plants, a television bolted to the wall playing local news, chairs arranged in tight rows for families who’d stopped visiting. The woman at the front desk wore scrubs with cartoon cats, her smile over-practiced and already fading. Elizabeth signed in, got a visitor pass, and was told to wait for “Ms. Miller, the director.”

Karen Miller arrived on the dot, heels sharp against tile, hair fixed in a no-nonsense helmet. “Elizabeth, I presume?” she said, then offered a handshake that ended before Elizabeth had properly gripped it.

Karen led her down the main corridor, talking without pause. “You’ll start on nights, since you’re new. Fewer distractions, more time to learn protocols. We run a tight ship here—documentation is everything. If it’s not written, it didn’t happen.”
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