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Part One – Winter
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Across its empty miles pours the pushing and shouldering wind, 

a thing you tighten into as a trout tightens into fast water. 

Wallace Stegner - Wolf Willow (1955)
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Everybody Comes To Tims

––––––––
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IT WAS SO COLD IN MOOSE Jaw that even the Tims downtown drive-through was closed.  The day got colder as the sun rose into the white sky, sending prismatic refractions through the rime frost lacing the trees.  Power lines coated with ice began to arc and snap in the brittle southwest wind. At ten thirteen Tuesday morning, the grid failed and all commerce ceased across southern Saskatchewan. Those idling in the Tims drive-through drove away empty handed. No coffee.  No donut. Even cash didn’t do the trick, because there was no power to heat the coffee or run the till. The power was still off at eleven a.m., so the Tims manager sent the crew home early and called everyone on the afternoon shift, telling them to stay home until he called them back.  Most workplaces emptied out through the morning and by mid-day offices were dark.  Those who wanted to pick up a few things on their way home were out of luck.  Debit and credit machines died.  Cash registers did not ring and gas pumps pumped no gas.  The internet was down.  Disappointment was general. 

Luckily, Ellis Vaughan got to Tims early. But then, he was a lucky guy – a respected city councilor, a successful lawyer, and ruggedly good looking into the bargain. The firm of Vaughan and Associates had been serving Moose Jaw for three generations. ​

Welcome to Tims how may I help you?  squawked a tinny voice from a tiny speaker in the big plastic yellow-brown sign bearing the electronic menu, which always cycled through faster than Vaughan could read it.  Never mind. He knew what he wanted. 

“Double double and a cruller, please,” he said. His secret sin. Eva discouraged him from eating crullers. Donuts will kill you, she insisted. Also steak, French fries, ice cream, scotch, and anything else that tasted good. Kale was her answer to every dietary question. 

That’ll be three sixty-eight.  Skeerk. Please drive up to the second window. 

“Can I pay for that guy behind me too?”  Vaughan was in a generous mood, happy to help out somebody else who might also be defying dietary diktats. 

“Sure. That’s nice.” The cadence changed. “It’s a dollar sixty-seven for his coffee, and two donuts is two thirty-nine, so seven seventy-four, please.  And thank you.  Have a great day!”

He tapped his debit card and wondered why the prices at Tims were so random. Why didn’t they round them up or down, tax included?  A buck a donut or something. Easier for the counter staff to make change. But the lawyer in him asked, cui buono? Who benefits? Nobody had used cash since the pandemic came to town, so it was a solution without a problem.  

Tims was a regular stop for Vaughan, a short respite between the quiet drama that was Eva and the sometimes personal politics at City Hall.  He backed into one of the parking spots on the Ross Street side of the Tims parking lot and let the engine idle as he luxuriated in the warmth inside the cab on such a cold day.  One of the deciding factors when he bought the vehicle was the ability of the thirteen-thousand BTU heater/AC unit to handle the extreme Saskatchewan climate.  Chris Smither was Killing The Blues on one of those American roots stations.  His voice just got better as it aged, and Ellis turned up the volume while he indulged in another guilty pleasure – watching the passing parade. 

On any given day half of Moose Jaw showed up at Tims. Vaughan saw a couple of city staffers, a guy he knew from golfing at Lynbrook, and the woman from the auto glass store where he spent more than seven hundred bucks to get his windshield replaced after a stone the size of an apple flew up from the gravel grid road on the way to Baildon. He also saw the usual assortment of contractors and tradespeople in crew cabs making a pit stop at Tims between the hardware store and the job site. 

What he didn’t see was the masked person who silently opened his driver-side door and duct taped Vaughan’s nose and mouth while his mouth was still full of donut. Nor did he see the other person who simultaneously opened the crew cab door behind Vaughan and taped his arms and body to the back of the bucket seat, holding him fast. The attackers flipped the levers to lock the doors, then closed them softly with a well-engineered click. Vaughan had time to watch several vehicles work their way through the Tims drive-through before he passed out from lack of oxygen. His last thought was, Eva was right. 

* * *

JAMIE STARYK’S AGING Power Wagon needed a new alternator. At least, he hoped that’s what the trouble was. Damned thing turned over but it just wouldn’t catch. He did not like to walk when he could drive, especially in foul weather, so before he set out on foot to get a replacement part, he took the precaution of phoning PartsCan, the auto supply store that set up shop where Canadian Tire used to be, north of MacDonald and just down the hill from McDonald’s. 

“PartsCan. This is Blake. How can I help you?”

“Looking for an alternator for a ’93 Power Wagon.” 

“What engine?” 

“Five-point-nine litre Cummins,” said Staryk.  “It’s a 90-98. 5 XDP Wrinkle Black, the high output model.”

“We probably do. Hang on a sec. Sorry, I have to put you on hold or I’ll lose you,” Blake said. His voice was replaced by music strained through a digital cheesecloth. The song was familiar, yet impossible to identify, so Staryk stopped trying.  

“Right-ee-oh,” said Blake, coming back on the line. “So that’s an XDP Wrinkle Black in a ’93 Power Wagon, right?”

“That’s the one.”  

“I have it in my hand,” said Blake reassuringly. 

“Brilliant. Name’s Staryk. Save it for me, will ya? I’ll be right over.”

Staryk couldn’t believe his luck. He got there twenty minutes later, just in time to see a guy in a blue PartsCan shirt – probably Blake himself – put up the CLOSED sign in the front window because the power was out. Mickey D’s and all the other fast-food joints up the hill were also closed, so Staryk couldn’t even warm up with a cup of coffee before trudging home empty-handed into a malicious southeast wind that flung ice crystals and bits of road grit into his face.  From summer zephyrs to winter blasts, wind is a given on the prairies, a part of the landscape. The air is almost always in motion.  But some winds are worse than others. The northwest wind out of the Alberta Peace country is particularly nasty, and a southeasterly blow from the wilds of North Dakota could peel your skin off. 

Staryk’s leather-gloved hands were stuffed into the pockets of a denim jacket with fake sheepskin lining that had long since lost whatever warmth it once offered. His boots were good quality, but they were leather-soled, and less than adequate for maintaining a grip on ice and snow. And his faded and much-loved vintage Montreal Expos ball cap looked good, but didn’t really keep his head warm.  

Downtown Moose Jaw was silent except for the 7-Eleven generator playing bass a block away, and the wind blowing tenor everywhere. A couple of meth zombies, on their way to the Sev for some sugary snacks, gave Staryk the hairy eyeball as they jittered down Main. 

Jamie Staryk was a rangy six-footer, with a lean and lightly-freckled face, a quick smile, sharp black eyes, and a mop of unruly brown hair. He was a jack of all trades and master of most, a guy who could build a house and almost everything in it. His craftsmanship and eye for detail brought him far more clients than he could or cared to handle, and he could certainly afford to buy a new truck.  Probably just write it off against his construction business.  But he didn’t want a truck that spoke to him from a TV screen on the dash.  He didn’t want some algorithm planning his routes or picking his music. The Power Wagon had an AM/FM radio and a cassette deck, ideal for Staryk’s collection of obscure mix tapes from long-gone bands.  The Power Wagon was just fine.  All it needed was an alternator. But that would have to wait.  Right now he just wanted to get home without freezing to death.  And, as mentioned, he did not like to walk.  That’s why he had a truck.  If he wanted to walk in the ice and the snow, he would have bought different boots.  

People drive everywhere in Moose Jaw, even a few blocks to the store or the post office.  The only rush hour is at lunch time, or ‘dinnertime’ as some might say, when people drive home, have a bite to eat, watch some TV, then hop in the truck and run a few errands before going back to work for the afternoon. So, when someone is walking much more than a block, they draw attention. The first thought is, lost your license, eh?  Because why else would someone walk?  The short summers are hot and dry and windy. The long winters are cold and snowy and windy.  To be without a vehicle anywhere on the prairies is to be marooned, left to the uncaring elements and the kindness of strangers. 

Staryk cut across the Tims parking lot, taking tiny penguin steps across the icy ruts polished to white bone by the steady stream of vehicles using the drive-thru day and night. Except today, perhaps for the first time since it opened all those years ago, the donut shop was dark and the parking lot was empty. Well, almost empty. There was a big black Ford F-350 crew cab backed into a stall on the Ross Street side, the three-hundred-and-eighty-five horsepower V-8 purring quietly under the hood. 

An empty, idling vehicle is not such an unusual sight. Moose Javians favour remote starters for their vehicles during the colder months. They can stand inside the warmth of the coffee shop or Co-op, aim the devices at the parking lot, and invisible beams go pew pew, igniting a spark deep under the hood of some AWD SUV out in the weather. Works in the summer too, to get the AC going.  Gas was still relatively affordable, thanks to the oil industry in the southeast and a refinery just down the road, so it was not uncommon for people to leave the truck warming up or cooling off for ten or fifteen minutes while having another cup of coffee and maybe a yak about the Warriors’ performance the other night. 

But Tims was closed.  Dark. The idling Ford was the only vehicle in the parking lot, which raised a few questions. Who would walk away from a warm truck on a cold day like this? And why hadn’t it been stolen? Ford F-Series trucks were among the most stolen vehicle in Canada, much prized for their ability to churn through mud and snow, often towing something heavy like a power boat or a trailer full of stolen goods. This one looked like it had just come from the car wash. Staryk stopped for a moment to use the Ford as a windbreak while he admired the deep flawless finish on the pickup’s onyx fenders.  Maybe he should just break down and buy a new truck, one that started every time.  Reliable.  Except, it wouldn’t have a tape deck.  Or a power take-off on the front reinforced steel bumper, not that he used it much.  But there wouldn’t be room for a copy of Merck’s Motor Manual behind the seat.  But then he might not need Merck’s if he got a reliable truck.  There were pros and cons on both sides.  While Staryk caught his breath in the lee of the SUV, the engine coughed, sputtered, rattled a couple of times, and died. 

Curiosity got the best of Staryk, as it often did. He grabbed the side mirror frame, pulled himself up onto the running board, and cupped his hands around his eyes to peer through the smoked-glass window into the cab. Some guy in a suit and topcoat was in the driver’s seat. He had a pretty good head of salt-and-pepper hair, but his mouth and nose were covered by duct tape, which was also used to bind his forehead to the headrest. His bloodshot eyes bugged out, and the part of his skin not covered by duct tape was purple with broken vessels. The guy’s arms and body were also taped to the seatback, which is never a good sign. Staryk could feel warmth through the window. The temperature outside was minus eighteen (minus twenty-six with the wind chill), but the Ford’s heater had kept the cab and its occupant toasty warm. 

Staryk tried the door. Locked. Tried the other three doors. Also locked. He rapped on the window but had no real hope of a response and got none. The guy looked gone. Staryk thought about breaking the window but had nothing to break it with. Besides, it was probably made of space-age plastic reinforced tempered glass. Even a tire iron might bounce right off. And anyway, how would it look, a guy up on a B&E charge breaking a car window with a dead guy inside? Not good, that’s how it would look. Reluctantly, he pulled his cell phone from his back pocket, keyed in 911, and shivered as he stood waiting for the cops. His day was going from bad to worse. Although still not as bad as Ellis Vaughan’s. 

* * *

ELLIS VAUGHAN DIDN’T set out to become a politician, much less a crusader. Eva had strongly warned him against getting into politics, but he charged ahead regardless. 

“I can’t watch the harm drugs are doing to our city, and our young people, without doing something about it,” Ellis told her one night a few years back as they did the dishes after supper.  Eva was convinced that dishwashing machines were cesspools of germs. Plus, they took up valuable kitchen real estate, and she would not have one in her house. Doing the dishes together after a good meal was a companionable time together. 

“Sounds like the start of a speech,” Eva said. “But why is it your problem?” 

“You don’t see what I see downtown. Every day, you show nice houses to nice people in nice neighbourhoods. Meanwhile, downtown is like Sidewalk Day for drug dealers.”

Moose Jaw was no stranger to drugs, being a railway hub on the Trans-Canada Highway. Cars, trucks, and trains criss-crossed the Friendly City day and night, winter and summer, and it was a pretty good bet some of that traffic was trafficking. Now that pot was legal, the street trade was primarily methamphetamine. C10H15N.  Speed. Chalk. Rocket fuel.  A drug so cheap, users could stay high 24/7. Fentanyl was sometimes added for an extra kick, if it didn’t kill you. Both punched the central nervous system into overdrive, sometimes stopping the heart.  Both were extremely addictive. But hey, did we mention, they’re cheap and long-lasting? 

For a while, overdose deaths from meth and fentanyl outpaced the pandemic’s toll. The cops called it a pandemic within a pandemic. Most users were young men in their twenties and thirties. Many didn’t get much older. Some were risk takers, or no hopers, or weekend hipsters. Others were the beloved sons (almost never daughters) of comfortable families. Ellis Vaughan shuddered at the waste of potential, the squandering of a resource as precious as youth.  Like a war with silent explosions. 

“The chief of police and some of the councilors are encouraging me to take a run at getting elected,” Ellis said as he dried another plate and carefully added it to the stack in the glass-fronted cupboard. Eva was proud and very particular about these plates, which she brought with her from what she called the old country. 

“Elected as what? And why?” Eva didn’t trust politics at all, in any form.  

“As a city councilor. With my voice on council, we’ll have enough votes to do something more than wringing our hands and averting our eyes.”

“You don’t know anything about politics. It’s not very nice, you know.”

“I’m not very nice, you know,” he said.  “Sorry, that didn’t come out right. But I can be tough if necessary.” Eva thought he was trying to convince himself. 

Ellis and Eva had been married six years – a late pairing for them both. He was attracted to the petite, intelligent woman who was well-travelled, spoke three languages, and was a formidable agent in the real estate business. She loved his compassion for other people, and his nerdy passion for all things wild. They met one Saturday afternoon during a talk at the Saskatchewan Burrowing Owl Interpretive Centre. The shy little creatures were more borrowers than burrowers, living in nests in the ground left behind by badgers or prairie dogs. Eva thought burrowing owls were sweet and worthy of support.  Drug addicts, not so much. 

“Why is it your problem? Why you?” Eva often chided Ellis for his overly generous heart. He did pro bono work for people who claimed they couldn’t afford a lawyer, yet she knew from her real estate business that some of them could easily pay his fees. 

“The police are overwhelmed.”

“Now you’re talking already like a politician. So sure. Do it.”

So he did it, the first in the Vaughan family to become involved in politics. His grandfather Jacob was a practical man who founded the law firm when he bought some acreage south of town. Finding no competent legal counsel in the area, he drew up the papers himself. He was intrigued by how easy it was, so he studied law, passed the bar exam, and became a lawyer without ever going to law school. Jacob raised cattle and horses on the property, and lawyered in his spare time, which wasn’t much. He had no time at all for politics. 

His son Daniel, Ellis’ father, was also a lawyer, but not a particularly good one. Mostly, he was a noted River Street hell raiser who was cited by the Law Society several times before being disbarred, after which he fled east for parts unknown, leaving behind his family and a lot of unpaid bills. Jacob took care of the debts, put Ellis through law school at the University of Saskatchewan, and invited him to join the firm in Moose Jaw. Twenty-one years later, Ellis was the senior partner. 

Most of his work was commercial. Occasionally, though, he was called upon to defend a criminal case on behalf of one of his clients. Such cases used to involve either fraud or paternity. Lately, most of them had to do with drugs.  Some people were calling the city Meth Jaw. 

Vaughan ran for city council, vowing to get tough on the drug trade. A lot of people were clearly fed up with the drug scene, and Ellis Vaughan became their champion.  His primary focus was getting a dedicated drug squad on the city’s police force, a four-person investigative team that could get past the street dealers to the real money, with forensic audits as their weapons.  

Four more well-paid city employees was a tough sell to voters.  Ellis Vaughan had the support of Moose Jaw Police Chief Walter Williams and two of the six councilors. Hugh Porter was a maybe, and that’s who Ellis was on his way to meet when he kissed Eva goodbye, climbed into his black Ford F-350 pickup, and headed downtown on that frosty Tuesday morning. 

* * *

RED AND BLUE LIGHTS ricocheted off the Post Office and a low growling siren dopplered down the alley as the Moose Jaw Police Services squad car ambled across Ross Street and into the Tims parking lot, where it rolled to a stop in front of the F-350. Jamie Staryk stood beside the truck, shivering. 

“Tempting, was it Staryk?” said Constable Joe Fanning as he climbed out of the driver’s seat of the patrol car and took in the situation. He was tall and well-built for the job.  Like cops everywhere, he wore black gloves and a black surgical-grade mask to ward off Covid, AIDS, fentanyl, ‘flu, or any other bodily fluids or deadly contaminants he might be exposed to. The scary RoboCop look was just a happy bonus. 

“You look about as nervous as a gopher on a grid road during harvest time,” Fanning said. “Feeling guilty about something?”

“I’m freezing my ass off, as a matter of fact,” Staryk said. He started to walk back and forth beside the Ford to restore his flagging circulation. 

“Stay right where you are,” said Constable Delmore Rutledge.  He climbed out of the passenger seat and the patrol car rose several inches. 

Staryk had a bad habit of chirping at the wrong time, so he struggled to keep his gaze level and his mouth shut.  Fanning and Rutledge were the arresting officers when Staryk was charged with Breaking and Entering a few weeks before. Never mind that he was simply trying to reclaim building materials that had been stolen from him. Never mind that he knew who the thief was, that bastard Fratelli, who had hired Staryk to do a reno and then kept the lumber and other supplies for himself.  And never mind that the cops also knew. They only took an interest in the case when Staryk tried to retrieve the lumber he’d paid for, at which point Fratelli complained, and Staryk was charged with B&E and attempted theft under five thousand dollars for stealing his own stuff.

Constable Fanning tried the Ford’s doors, found them locked, and climbed up onto the running board, cupped his hands around his eyes, and looked inside the cab. He froze for a moment, then stumbled as he climbed back down and fumbled his phone from his side pocket.  He made a quick call, then sent Rutledge to fetch a Slim Jim from the squad car. The two cops popped the lock and Rutledge held the door open for the two EMTs who had just arrived. A lanky detective in rumpled plainclothes consulted briefly with Fanning, then went off to examine the body with the EMTs. Murder was above Fanning’s pay grade, which left him free to hassle Staryk. 

“So what are you doing here, Staryk?” Fanning made a show of looking around the almost empty parking lot. “None of your shady pals are here today and Tims is closed, so what brings you down here?”

“I was walking by.”

“Yeah, right. It’s twenty below. From where? To where?”

“PartsCan. Home.”  Just the facts, then zip it. No backtalk. Staryk lived a few blocks east of Main on a quiet section of Hochelaga, near where it was interrupted by Memorial Field and the railroad tracks. He grew up listening to rumbling trains and the summer sounds from the ballpark. On a late June day a few weeks after he finished high school, his parents were on their way home from a Saskatoon berry pie sale in Mortlach when their car was t-boned by a semi at Ninth Northwest.  As their only child, he inherited the house and still lived there. Why live anywhere else?  He loved Moose Jaw. 

“Did you touch the victim?” Rutledge asked. 

“How could I? I couldn’t get in. You guys had to Slim Jim the door. Plus, who’s gonna touch a dead guy?” Nobody, that’s who. Since the pandemic, people weren’t touching each other, dead or alive.  Period. 

“We ask the questions, Staryk,” Fanning said. “You touched the truck, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I touched the truck.” Fanning’s condescending tone was starting to get on Staryk’s nerves. “Otherwise how would I know there’s a guy inside and call you? You’ll find my paw prints all over the door handles and maybe my nose print is on the window. Yours too, I bet, right beside mine.”  So much for just the facts. 

“Don’t get smart,” Rutledge said. “Where were you between nine and eleven this morning?”

“I told you. I was walking to PartsCan to buy an alternator. Alone.”

“But it’s closed,” Rutledge said. You could almost hear the aha as he thought he’d cracked the case. “Everything’s closed. On account of the power being out and all.”

“As I found out when I got there.  So I walked back empty-handed and found this guy.”

“Do you have access to duct tape?”  Rutledge wasn’t giving up. 

“It is every Canadian’s right to have free and ready access to duct tape at all times,” Staryk shot back, like he was reading from the rule book.  He just couldn’t resist. 

“I said don’t get smart.  How do we know you didn’t use up a roll on this victim?” 

“Right, because that makes so much sense. Leave the guy locked in a warm truck while I freeze my ass off out here waiting for you guys to arrest me?”

“Well, that would be a pretty good cover,” Rutledge said, then said no more after getting The Look from Fanning. 

“We’ll be talking to you again, Staryk,” Fanning said. “We know where to rattle your cage. Now take a hike.”  The two cops dug a roll of crime scene tape out of the cruiser’s trunk and started unspooling it around the parking lot.  Fanning turned to Rutledge. 

“Dollars to donuts, this has got something to do with drugs.” 

“No bet,” said Rutledge cannily. “Tims is still closed.”

Staryk left the cops to their crime scene and headed home with the fond hope that the gas-fired water heater was doing its job so he could have a long hot bath and a large scotch. In the middle of Ross Street, he hit a patch of ice with his right boot heel and went down cartoonishly on his back. The fall knocked the Expos cap off his head and the capricious wind sent it cartwheeling down the alley behind Tims, where it disappeared under a greasy Dumpster. 

Moose Jaw Matters

Ashley M Anyone else’s power out? I seen a flash on the power line down the street. 

BJ Out here on South Hill. 

Marvin B Out here in Caribou Heights

Frank R Yeah here too.  Hoch east. 

Harvey L Here in the Avenues too. 

Frank R I heard it was even out in Regina.  

Arlee J It’s out everywhere dipshit.  

Moderator This is a FB group for the exchange of useful information. Please do not make personal comments or you will be blocked.  The power is out across southern Saskatchewan.  But we don’t need to panic yet. It’s not quite time for Anarchy. Save your devices for emergencies. 

Arlee J I’d say this here situation might qualify. 

Molly M It’s good to hear other points of view.  You don’t have to agree. 

Harvey L I agree. LOL

117 more comments
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Chapter 2
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Stone Wall

––––––––
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THE UNMARKED INTERCEPTOR rolled to a stop in a Sunningdale cul de sac. Detective Inspector Julie Chan and Staff Sergeant Arthur McDougall got out of the car, put on their department-issue black N95 masks, and walked up to the solid oak door of a large brick house. The doorbell didn’t work because the power was still out, so McDougall used the lion-headed brass knocker, which echoed inside what sounded like an empty house.  They gazed around at the tidy neighbourhood, deserted in the middle of an arctic afternoon.  McDougall knocked again as Chan re-checked the address on her phone. 

Julie Chan grew up in Yellowgrass, about an hour southeast of Moose Jaw. The town’s enduring claim to fame was recording the hottest day ever in Canada on Monday, July 5, 1937, when the temperature climbed to 114 degrees Fahrenheit or 45 Celsius.  The record was topped by Lytton, BC, which recorded 47.9 degrees Celsius for three days running, just before the town burned to the ground in the summer of 2021. The Yellowgrass record is still celebrated on a blazing bronze sun hanging beside Highway 39 as it skirts the edge of town. A block west on Souris Street was the Peking Palace, owned by Chan’s parents.  She earned her university tuition by serving “Chinese and Canadian Cuisine” at the family restaurant on weekends and during the summer, and still could not abide the smell, sight, or taste of chow mein or lemon chicken. 

Chan graduated at the top of her law class at the University of Saskatchewan, and was headhunted by legal firms in Saskatoon, Calgary, and Vancouver. Instead, she joined the Moose Jaw police because she wanted to live in a smaller city and work on the front lines of law enforcement.  The city was also close, but not too close, to her aging parents. She rose quickly through the ranks and took the Inspector’s exam at the relatively young age of thirty. Four years ago, she was paired up with Staff Sergeant McDougall, who was a few years older. They’d been partners ever since. 

The two cops were as different as sandpaper and satin. He was tall and rangy; she was tiny. She was immaculately dressed in navy NAOMA pants and a navy blazer over a crisp white shirt, all covered by a tan Eddie Bauer three-quarter length down parka. His brown Men’s Wearhouse car coat was wrinkled, his tie was a decade out of date, and his shaggy hair was tousled by the wind. McDougall took the lead in most of the questioning; Chan listened carefully, and lasered in on the lies in her calm and quiet way. He was a big picture guy; she paid scrupulous attention to details. She appreciated his low-key style; he welcomed her intelligent, exhaustive approach to police work. Chan gently  encouraged McDougall to upgrade his wardrobe, and he just as gently ignored her. He was comfortable and happy as he was. Even his wife, Marina, had long ago resigned herself to being married to a sartorial slob. He had many other qualities. 

McDougall was about to check around the back of the house when the front door opened slightly to reveal a petite woman doing an excellent impression of a Dresden doll. She was dressed in a tailored pearl gray wool suit, her hair was artfully coiffed, an haute couture mask covered her mouth and nose, and she wore white silk gloves on her small hands. 

“Good afternoon Ms. Vaughan....” Chan began, after introducing herself and McDougall. 

“It’s Benecevic,” the woman said. Her sharp voice bit off the words behind the mask. “Miz Ay-va Beh-nuh-tchyev-itch.”  She sounded it out slowly, phonetically, brushing a shaft of auburn hair from her icy blue eyes.  Chan suggested they come inside to talk. 

“I apologize for keeping you on the doorstep,” Benecevic said. “Habit left over from the old country. Invite someone in. They don’t leave. But come in. Come in.”  She led them into a fussy living room and encouraged them to sit in two wing chairs six feet apart, while she sat on a sofa facing them six feet away across a glass-topped coffee table. The house was chilly and deathly quiet. A clock ticked in the next room. 

“Ms. Benecevic,” Chan began, once they were seated.  “My condolences. I regret to tell you that your husband, Mr. Ellis Vaughan, was found deceased this morning.”

“When?” Just the one word.  Not how or where or why. Benecevic shifted a little on the sofa and folded her hands in her lap, as if expecting a full explanation. 

“That’s one of the things we would like to know.  What time did he leave home this morning?”  Chan kept her voice neutral, knowing that her race and gender sometimes worked against her when she exerted authority, especially with other women. 

“Just after breakfast, as usual,” Benecevic said testily, glaring at Chan as if she had interrupted the grownups talking about Important Things. Then she turned back to McDougall as if he was the ranking officer. “Maybe nine-fifteen, nine-thirty.”

“Thank you,” said Chan, making a point of looking at her watch. “We’re trying to establish a timeline.”

“Has he been having any... uh, trouble at work? Pressures or...?”  McDougall tried to soft-pedal the question, but it wasn’t one of those questions. 

“Nothing.”  Benecevic stopped.  Chan and McDougall waited for more. Crickets. 

“Debts?” asked McDougall, after a long and awkward silence. “Did he owe any money, say from gambling?”

“No,” Benecevic said grudgingly, like it hurt.  Her brow knit, and her eyes sent out frost warnings.  Who was this rude cop making these insinuations? Her husband was dead. Like her first husband, Miroslav, all those years ago. That’s what happens when you get involved in politics. Pretty soon you’re somebody’s enemy. And now this. 

“We are sorry for your loss, Ms. Benecevic,” said Chan.  “We may have other questions in the days ahead, but we’ll leave you for now.”

“Thank you.”

“Please do call us if you think of anything that could help in the investigation. Thank you for your time today.” Chan placed her business card on the glass table. Both detectives stood up, walked down the hall to the front door, and let themselves out, removing their masks as they went down the front walk.  

Benecevic parted the heavy drapes on the living room window and watched the police car drive away. Her phone burbled on the counter. She raised it to her ear. 

“It’s me. I just heard. Are you OK?”

“I’m fine. Come by later.”
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Chapter 3
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Notorious

––––––––
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ACCORDING TO A RECENT survey of Canada’s best communities in Mclean’s Magazine, Moose Jaw ranked 166th out of 417 towns and small cities surveyed across the country. The city is clearly above average, a good place to live and raise a family.  The streets are wide, traffic is light, the pace is slow, and people are uncommonly kind and polite.  

Moose Jaw is generally a peaceful place, not counting bar fights and hockey games. Winter takes up a big chunk of the year, so survival is a full-time job.  There’s plenty of work if you want it.  Half the people in town work for the railway, and are too tired to make trouble. There might not be a murder from one year to the next.  For a while, the tourism folks dubbed the place ‘Canada’s Most Notorious City’.  And sure, that notorious gangster Al Capone may have used tunnels under River Street to run bootleg booze back in the Prohibition era.  But that was a century ago. Now, the city was notorious for its tire-eating potholes and for being so doggone friendly, which is why it was still billed as The Friendly City on billboards welcoming visitors driving east or west along the Trans-Canada Highway. 

Notorious or friendly, the murder of a city councilor was big news.  When the power came back on mid-afternoon and people charged up their devices, the story crawled all over social media. #Notorious was trending for all the wrong reasons, as was #DeadManDonuts. The police hadn’t officially released any information about the murder weapon, or even that it was a murder, but someone, possibly Constable Rutledge, inadvertently mentioned duct tape to a reporter, so #DeadDuct was also trending. The game was afoot. 

D’Arcy McGee and Louis Riel nothwithstanding, Canada does not have a tradition of political assassination, so Vaughan’s death was the lead story across the country. News trucks with twirly antennae lined Fairford Street, and reporters did their stand-ups in front of the Moose Jaw police station, careful to include the twin white globes with the word POLICE in friendly Arial block letters flanking the entrance.  The two-story cop shop was attached to the side (some say the back) of City Hall, a four-story, century-old Edwardian pile of bricks on the corner of Fairford and Main that once housed both the RCMP and the Customs authorities until 1963, when it became Moose Jaw City Hall.  

In a third-floor office overlooking Fairford, Mayor Kevyn Lanscombe felt like a mouse trapped by cats. Stairs led to a back door and the parking lot, but the cats probably had that staked out as well, with their cameras and microphones and sun guns. The gathering night would offer no cover.  Nothing to do but figure out how to control the narrative. Or at least, get Ginny to construct a narrative to control. Right now things were a bit unclear and chaotic.  The murder of a city councilor was unprecedented, at least in Moose Jaw. 

Communications Director Ginny Harland learned of Vaughan’s death when she returned from a long lunch, and she wasted no time in rallying her troops to craft an official statement for the gentlemen of the press. The fact that Ginny still thought of the media as ‘gentlemen of the press’ was one of the many things that worried her assistant, Anna Laske. 

“We have to be clear that this is not gang-related,” said Ginny. “There is no gang problem in Moose Jaw. Write that down, Anna, would you? My arthritis is acting up and my fingers just won’t type.”

Ginny suffered from several conditions and one syndrome, all of which left her unable to do much work at all.  Anna picked up the slack, knowing that soon, her boss would be offered an early retirement package as the city reduced its senior staffing costs.  Everyone seemed to know except Ginny herself. 


“But we do have a gang problem in Moose Jaw, and a drug problem,” Anna said. 



“Well, then, what do we know about Councilor Vaughan himself?” Ginny asked. “You know. Was he...?”  She let it hang in the air, knowing Anna would cleverly fill in the blank. 

“Fooling around?” Anna smiled provocatively. “On drugs? Skimming tax dollars? Seen in a porno?”  She raised her dark brown eyebrows several times like Groucho Marx. 

“Anna!” Ginny admonished. She may have even blushed. “You shouldn’t say such things.”

Anna knew exactly what sort of electronic press kit she would put together because she’d already done it while Ginny was still at lunch. The statement did not mention gangs or drugs and was vague regarding the cause or circumstances of Councilor Vaughan’s death, simply referring to it as ‘this tragic incident’. There was also no mention of murder. That could be dealt with in a day or two, once the police and the coroner had ascertained the cause of death. Now, it was time for the Mayor to acknowledge Councilor Vaughan’s contributions to the City of Moose Jaw, and to express condolences to his family, who were among the first to settle in the area. 

It was soft-focus boilerplate, but a serviceable response that would give the Mayor his talking points and satisfy the media until tomorrow, which was all she could ask. In a twenty-four-hour news cycle, issues came and went quickly. Some other story would catch the public imagination in a couple of days and this would be old news. It was best not to overreact. 

“I think we can just say that the Mayor and Council are saddened by this tragic incident, and our thoughts are with Councilor Vaughan’s family at this time,” Anna said. 

“Yes, that might do,” Ginny nodded sagely. 

“We can promise more information once a forensic... no, a full forensic investigation has been carried out.”  Trying to sound like she was making it up, spitballing, when she was reading the words off her screen. “That’ll give us a day or so to work on a longer-term response.”

“Write it up for me, would you, Anna, and I’ll take it to Kevyn.”  Ginny Harland was always ready to take the credit for work done by somebody else.  Laske tapped a few strokes on her keyboard, saved the file, and hit print. Across the room an ancient and complicated multi-level printer/scanner/fax machine got to work spitting out a simple statement on City of Moose Jaw letterhead.  So easy to make a thought look official. Ginny grabbed the document and left the office, clopped down the hall on her sensible but stylish Fluevog knock-offs, and rapped on the Mayor’s office door. 

“Ginny!” said the Mayor’s aide, Jonathon Clark, opening the door half-way and peering around it. “Do you have something for us?”  He was Fred Astaire slim and easily the best-dressed person in the city.  Not a high mark to hit, but still. His French cuffs looked like finely woven ivory and shot perfectly from the sleeves of his charcoal bespoke suit as he reached for the news release.  Ginny smiled, breezed past him, and walked over to the mayor, who was still at the window. “This should hold them, sir,” she said, handing the page to Lanscombe. 
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