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To the spirits of old abandoned buildings everywhere. Long may your memories live on.
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Please keep in mind this is a work of fiction. All dialogue and actions of the characters are the imagination of the author. Some events and historical people may be out of chronological order as I have taken some literary license in the creation of this novel.
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Chapter One
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Emily laid her hand on the wiry-haired head of the dog and pressed an index finger to her lips. The dog leaned against her leg and remained silent. With a tentative push the girl cracked open the door and listened intently. All was quiet so she inched the door open further, glad she’d had the forethought to oil the creaky hinges yesterday. The last thing she needed was for Ed, her stepfather, to come storming out of his man cave to interrogate her. She crept into the entryway, and holding her boots in her hand, sidled down the hall toward her room. Miley kept close to her side, not even letting her claws click on the worn tile floor. With a sigh of relief, Emily slipped into her bedroom and engaged the lock with a tiny snick of sound.

“Made it, Miles.” Careful not to make any noise, she set her duffle bag on the floor and sat on the narrow single bed. She cringed and held her breath when a door slammed upstairs and heavy footsteps echoed in the stairwell. Wrapping both arms around the dog, Emily stared at the brass doorknob gleaming in the dim light. The heavy treads paused outside her room; she tightened her grip on the dog as the door handle rattled and tried to turn.

“The damn bitch thinks she can lock me out, does she? We’ll see about that when she gets back from wherever she’s run off to.” Ed’s words were slurred. The door vibrated on its hinges with the force of his huge fists slamming the wood. 

Emily held her breath, praying the door would hold out against the onslaught. 

“Damn bitch. Think’s she better’n me. Got another thing comin’,” he muttered, moving on down the hall toward the kitchen.

The teenager took a shaky breath and locked her shaking hands in Miley’s silvery black hair. A single tear traced its way down her cheek. How could Mom have left her to the tender mercies of Ed Concklin? For that matter, why in the hell did Mom hook up with the guy in the first place? Emily scrubbed the moisture from her cheek, and a sardonic smile twisted her lips. Oh yeah, Eddie was Mom’s connection for all things intoxicating. Sliding onto the floor with her back against the bed, she cuddled Miley in her lap, leaning her head back to stare at the cracks in the ceiling. 

It was one thing for Mom to struggle with staying present and being responsible for her daughter, but things had been okay. Emily was set to pass into Grade 12 in the spring with a good set of marks. She had a small nest egg of money from her tutoring position. She let no one know that fact, or one of the two responsible adults in her life would have torn her room apart looking for it. The hard-earned money would have either gone up in smoke, been injected into a vein, or drank.

Emily supposed it was a good thing Mom finally listened to the social worker and agreed to enter rehab. Good for her mom, not so good for Emily. Bile rose in her throat at the memory of Ed putting on a good front of being a sober and accountable adult who was more than capable of taking care of a sixteen year old female. What a joke. The man had been bombed by the time he drove Emily home from dropping Mom off at the facility.

Revulsion curled in her gut at the sound of Ed’s feet in the hall. He muttered a curse as he bounced off the wall and stumbled. Her doorknob rattled again and Emily thanked her lucky stars she had the foresight to install a deadbolt as well as a conventional lock on her door. It was something she’d done the moment Ed wandered off somewhere on the day Mom went into the Claresholm rehab centre. It hadn’t been as hard to avoid the man when Mom was here to satisfy his odd preferences. Sometimes the sounds coming from their room had made Emily sick to her stomach, but Mom never seemed to care. Mind you, she was usually so high that Emily wasn’t sure the woman even remembered what went on in the bedroom.

She buried her face in the dog’s hair and calmed her breathing. With any luck, Ed would take off and Emily could carry out the escape she’d been planning for what seemed like forever. The only reason she’d stuck around this long was the fact she really wanted to finish Grade 11 and the loyalty she felt toward her mother. Although, in retrospect she wasn’t sure anymore how much loyalty the woman deserved. She invited a sexual predator into the house and defended him no matter what nonsense he pulled. Nope, Emily decided, the time to stop worrying about her mother was now. It was time to start worrying about herself. The house was quiet, but Emily had been tricked by that before, opening her door to find Ed lurking in the hall shadows with that look in his eyes that didn’t bode well for whoever it was that caught his attention.

“We’ll wait ‘til we’re sure he’s gone out,” she whispered to the dog.

A blast of wind hit the house, rattling the single pane sash window over her bed. Soon, it was whistling through the cracks and making the shingles clatter on the roof. Emily got up and kneeled on the bed, shoving the thin drape of material to the side. A whirling curtain of white met her gaze. Great, a late March blizzard. Not ideal for what she had planned. But, on second thought, maybe the weather would make it harder for Ed, or whatever authority he alerted, to follow her. It wasn’t like the man would worry about her wellbeing. Nope, Ed would only be concerned about the money social services sent to assist with Emily’s upkeep. She gave a quiet snort. He could go whistle for that once she took off. Leaning her forehead on the rapidly frosting window, she let her eyes unfocus, watching the ever-changing patterns of the blowing snow. Entranced by the dancing waves of wind driven blizzard, she failed to hear Ed until he pounded on the door again.

“Open the door, bitch. I know you’re in there,” he snarled, punctuating each word with a blow of his fist.

Emily huddled on the bed praying the man would just go away. Instead, the assault intensified. Anger drove the fear from her gut. As quietly as possible she slid off the bed and reached for the maple baseball bat she kept by the closet. Getting to her feet, she gripped the bat with both hands and widened her stance. If Ed managed to break down the door she figured she had one chance to whack him before he overpowered her. Emily was under no delusion she could hold him off if she missed her chance. The man was huge, at 6’5” and 250 pounds of mean. She motioned for Miley to stay back, and the dog crouched on the bed with her nose on her paws. A barely audible growl rumbling in her throat.

“You just wait, girl. Your mother deserted me, so you gotta take her place. If you play nice, I won’t even make it hurt too much,” his voice took on a note of anticipation.

Her fingers tightened on the bat, and she took a few steps toward the door. Her locks were holding, but the door frame and the jamb were beginning to splinter. “Makin’ me wait for you is just gonna make it harder for you in the long run. Just makes me hornier and you can bet your sweet ass I’m gonna make it mine.” Ed continued to batter the door while describing in sickening detail exactly what he planned to do with her once he broke the door down. “Thought you could lock me out, didn’t you.” He laughed and delivered a massive blow that bowed the frame inward. “Ain’t nobody can keep Ed Concklin out.” His booted foot slammed through the panel of the door and the much-abused frame gave up the ghost and fell inward. With a cry of triumph, Ed leaped into the room. 

Emily held her ground and swung the bat as hard as she could. The hollow melon-smashing sound as it connected with Ed’s head brought bile up her throat. The force of the contact vibrated up her arms, and she brought the bat back ready for another swing. “Get away from me,” she hissed the words through clenched teeth.

Ed stood quite still, before his eyes rolled back in his head and he crashed to the floor. Emily jumped back out of the way and stared at his back. Blood started to pool by his head. She lowered the bat and then thought better of it. What if he’s faking it? What if he’s just waiting for me to let my guard down? Gritting her teeth, Emily brought the bat down hard on the back of Ed’s head. The man didn’t move and suddenly Emily couldn’t stop hitting him. Her anger and frustration took over, her vision tinged with red. It wasn’t until the bat slipped from her nerveless fingers that she halted her attack.

She stared down at the battered form and couldn’t find any remorse. “That’s for Mom, and everyone else you’ve hurt.”

Now there was no hurry to put her escape plan in motion. It wasn’t like Ed could do anything to stop her now, and once things settled down, she’d finish school. Right now, the important thing was to get as far away as she could. Miley stayed crouched on the bed, her gaze never leaving the supine body, a low growl emanating from her throat. “Good girl.” Emily ruffled her fur. “You let me know if he so much as moves a muscle.” She stepped over him and opened the tiny cupboard. There was blood splatter on her clothes, so she stripped down and dressed in clean jeans and shirt. Her escape supplies were quickly transferred to her duffle bag, and it took only a few moments to pry out the loose bit of paneling that lined the wall. Her stash of bills was still there. Emily took the time to count it before shoving it in her jeans pocket. 

The blizzard was both a blessing and a curse. It would certainly make travel harder for Emily, but it would also slow down anyone looking to score off Ed or come looking for him to go carousing. She pulled on three heavy sweaters and the thick winter coat she found at a thrift store. There were extra mitts and gloves in her duffle and a brand new pair she swiped from Ed went on her hands. She debated what to do with the blood stained clothes, finally wadding them up in a small plastic bag and shoving it in her duffle. At some point they could be disposed of. Somewhere far away from here. On second thought, she wiped the bat clean on a rag and stowed that in the duffle too. Miley’s leash hung on a hook by the door. Better to take it just in case a bus driver wouldn’t let the dog on without being leashed. Looping it around her wrist, Emily stepped around her stepfather and over the demolished door. Miley jumped off the bed and joined her.

The pair stopped in the kitchen long enough to raid the fridge and cupboard of its meagre offerings. Emily wrapped a scarf around her face and neck before opening the back door and stepping out into the blizzard. The cold slapping her face was an almost welcome sensation. The disembodied feeling that enveloped her since Ed broke down the door fell away. The enormity of what she’d done almost buckled her knees. What if I killed the bastard? Can I claim self-defence? But after the performance he put on for social services and the lies he told them about how difficult I am...they’ll never believe me. I didn’t mean to kill him, if I did...I don’t think there’s anything to link me with the attack...Maybe they’ll just put it down to some drug deal gone wrong. It’s not like the cops aren’t familiar with him.

Shaking herself out of the worrying thoughts, girl and dog set off into the swirling snow. Her first destination was the bus stop. Fifty minutes later a Calgary Transit bus crawled into view. Emily stomped the snow off her boots and climbed into the welcome warmth of the bus. She showed her school bus pass and dropped into a seat half-way down the vehicle. Miley sat obediently at her knee. The bus was headed through the northeast and up to the big mall at Balzac. The trip took far longer than usual as the traffic was stop and go due to the storm and the treacherous road conditions. Emily leaned her head on the back of the seat and shut her eyes. The image of Ed’s bewildered expression just before he keeled over brought a tiny, satisfied smile to her face. His condition after her attack curled her stomach and she clenched her fist in her lap. Eventually, the bus slid to a halt outside Door 2 of the mall. Emily kept her head down as she passed the driver and got off along with the rest of the passengers. Most of them appeared to be mall employees but there were enough other people around that she had no trouble losing herself in the crowd. She debated buying a ticket on the Canada Bus using her phone, but that might be too easy to track if anyone was looking for her. Instead, she waited for the big white bus with red and white Canada Bus logo on the side. When it pulled up, she got on board with Miley. 

“I need a ticket to Red Deer, please. I’ve got cash,” Emily approached the driver.

“We don’t usually do that, miss. Why haven’t you bought the ticket online?” The driver glanced up at her.

“My phone is dead and I didn’t have any internet before it died, maybe because of the storm. Look, I really need to get to Red Deer. My mom is sick and I need to get there. I’ve got the cash.” Emily did her best to look innocent and concerned for a sick parent. She pulled the fare out of her pocket where she separated the amount from the rest of her money.

“Given the circumstances and the weather...I guess I can make an exception.” He took the money and waved her toward the seats.

Taking a deep breath and pressing a hand to her thundering heart, Emily took the first seat she could find, Miley politely sitting at her feet. The bus was crowded, and before long, the driver pulled away, heading for the Balzac overpass and Highway 2 north. As usual, the road conditions between Crossfield and Carstairs worsened. The big vehicle crawled past cars spun out into the ditch, and the occasional semi that hadn’t made it up the big hill out of the coulee. The normal 1.5 hour trip took closer to 3 hours. Emily took the time to surreptitiously check her phone to see if there were any bulletins about her or Ed. So far there was nothing, and she could only hope it would stay that way until she could put more distance between her and Calgary.

There was still the issue of ditching the bloody clothes and the damn bat. She was going to miss that bat, but it sure wouldn’t be wise to hold onto the thing. The tension and stress of the past few days caught up with her and she closed her eyes, her hand on Miley’s head, which was lying on her lap. She woke up when the bus jolted to a halt. Scrubbing her face with the heels of her hands, Emily peered out the window. It appeared she had reached her destination. The bus stopped at Tim Hortons in Red Deer to pick up and disgorge passengers. She gathered up her belongings and hurried down to the door.

“You got someone to pick you up?” the driver inquired.

“Yeah, they’re probably inside.” She hesitated with one foot on the top step.

“Okay then. I hope your mom gets better fast.”

“Thanks,” she muttered and made her escape. Miley probably wasn’t welcome in the Tim Hortons, but Emily headed that way anyway. She waited until the bus pulled out before casually walking toward a large green dumpster behind the restaurant. After a quick check to make sure no one was watching, she set the duffle bag down and opened the zipper. The plastic bag with the bloody clothes ended up in a half-full container. The bat and dirty rag came to rest in a dumpster behind a gas station buried in a mess of convenience store garbage bags. With any luck, no one would think to look this far afield for any evidence of her wrongdoing. Not that what she did was really wrong. If she hadn’t incapacitated the man, she’d be in a world of hurt right now.

––––––––
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Keeping her scarf up over most of her face, she left Miley outside the restaurant and bought a coffee and a couple of sandwiches to go. After coming back out and sharing the food with the dog, she considered her options. Red Deer was big enough for her to hide in, but also somewhat expensive. The blizzard continued to hammer the prairies and showed no signs of slackening off. Red Deer was also one of the first places someone would look for her. It was easy to get to from Calgary, so was Edmonton for that matter. No, she needed to go either further west or east. West was toward the mountains where she might be able to get work at one of the resorts. But also, the area was a popular vacation destination for Calgarians. Someone might recognize her. It might be better to either go way up north, like Wandering River, Lac La Biche or Athabasca. How many truckers would be headed that way on a day like this? Maybe east would be a better bet. Maybe even Saskatchewan...

Miley whined and nudged her leg. “Yeah, I know, girl. I’m cold too. But I have no idea where to go from here.” Her gaze wandered to the dumpster where she hid the incriminating evidence. Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. This restaurant was the first stopping point after leaving Calgary. If someone was on her tail this was an obvious place to start looking. Damn, what a stupid mistake to make. She drained the dregs of the coffee and tossed the garbage in the nearby receptacle. Biting her lip with indecision, Emily debated whether she should risk retrieving the bag of bloody evidence. The memory of Ed’s face contorted with rage chilled her worse than the storm. Getting chased down by the police wasn’t the worst thing to fear...but if Ed and his buddies ever found her, she was worse than dead. God knew that man had ways of finding things out that defied reason.

The thought made her decision. With the dog at her heels, she wandered around the back of the building toward the bulk of the dumpsters. The one she’d tossed the bag in was only partly filled, and it took a bit of maneuvering to get herself to a place she could reach into the bin. Hanging precariously with her hips hooked over the lip, she stretched as far as she could down into the mess. Her mittened fingers slipped on the plastic but with a desperate lunge, she finally found purchase and managed to counter lever her body by kicking her legs enough to slide down the outside of the bin. The incriminating bag disappeared under her coat. Before stepping out from behind the dumpster, she peeked around the corner. Good, the coast was clear. But what to do with the bag now? 

The parking lot was almost full of semis and other vehicles forced to stop from the road conditions. She picked out one truck with BC plates and casually headed in the direction. There was no sign of anyone in the cab, so they were either in one of the fast food places or taking a nap in the sleeper. Moving into the narrow space between two trucks and making sure no one was around, Emily looked under the carriage and took notice of the huge spare tire secured there. It was only the work of a moment to slip the bag out of her coat and wedge it into the middle of the spare tire. The white plastic blended perfectly with the layer of accumulated snow covering the rubber.

Emily wandered toward the coffee shop again. Her fingers and toes were getting numb; she seriously needed to figure out what to do next. Her phone binged with a notification. Wrenching it out of her pocket she tapped the screen. Great, just great. Highway 2 was closed in both directions from Leduc to Airdrie due to numerous multi-vehicle accidents. A quick glance at Alberta 511 showed most east-west highways were also closed and not surprisingly the Icefields Highway between Lake Louise and Jasper was impassible. Well, that puts a different light on things, doesn’t it?

“Looks like we’re stuck here for a bit.” She ruffled Miley’s snowy head. “Guess we should go find a pet friendly hotel.” There was a Motel 6 within walking distance, which seemed like a good bet. Pet friendly and within her budget. Hefting the duffle bag over her shoulder, Emily set off up the road heading north. It was slow going and by the time she reached the destination her breath was burning in her lungs. Yanking open the glass door she almost fell into the lobby.

“Can I help you?” The front desk attendant regarded her with a dubious expression on his face. “If you have no place to get out of the storm I can let you hang out in the lobby to get warm, but you’ve gotta get out if my supervisor shows up.”

“What?” Emily’s cold brain struggled to make sense of what he was saying. “Oh! No, I need to rent a room for the night. They closed the highway, so the buses aren’t running. I’m stuck here until things open up. I’ve got money.”

“My mistake. I apologize.” The man smiled at her. “A single for one night?”

“Yeah. Just me and the mutt.” Emily pulled her wallet from the duffle bag. “How much do I owe you?”

“We don’t usually take cash anymore, but in light of the circumstances I’m making an executive decision.” He pushed the registration card across the counter.

Damn. It wants a name and address. What to do. She stalled for time by making a show of warming her fingers before picking up the pen. Under name she wrote Amanda Cote- her best friend’s middle name and another friend’s last name. Under address, she jotted down random numbers and a street name she remembered from somewhere. “Here.” She pushed the card back across the counter and handed over the amount on the bottom of the bill, plus fifty dollars damage deposit, which she would get back when she checked out. Card key clutched in her hand, Emily and Miley took the elevator to the second floor. The card slipped into the slot and the lock turned green. With a sigh of relief, Emily entered the room and locked the door behind her.

“Safe for now,” she said to the dog. “First things first.”

Setting the duffle on the floor of the bathroom because of the snow melting off it, she rummaged in it and found Miley’s bowls and food. She set the full food bowl on the tile floor before filling the water bowl. Then she shed her clothes and took a long, hot shower. The first one in a long time where she didn’t have the door bolted and could wash in peace without listening with one ear for someone jimmying in the door.

Dry and warm, she leaned against the headboard and flicked on the TV. Miley jumped up and snuggled by her side. The previous occupant left the news channel on when they left. Her first instinct was to switch channels immediately, but the headline stopped her cold. Behind the pretty anchor was a picture of Ed. Emily unmuted the volume, leaned forward, her stomach in knots and her heart kicking at her ribs.

“Edward James Concklin of Calgary was found in his Whitehorn home badly beaten this afternoon. An acquaintance happened by and found the man unconscious on the floor. He called 911 immediately. The victim is currently in hospital in critical condition. He claims to have no memory of who inflicted his injuries. Mister Concklin is known to police. The investigation is ongoing. In a sidebar, his stepdaughter Emily Drummond is reported to be missing along with a dog. It is unclear if her disappearance is connected to the assault on her stepfather, but friends have expressed concern for her safety. Police are asking anyone who knows of her whereabouts to contact them. 

Ed’s photo was replaced by a very old one of Emily. “Probably the only one they could find in that mess of a house,” she muttered. The girl in the photo was at least 5 years younger than Emily and the photo was taken during her rebellious period when she dyed her hair green. She tipped her head on the side and considered the photo. Thankfully, it looked nothing like her current appearance. It was a toss-up whether she was glad Ed was alive or sorry he hadn’t croaked. On the one hand, she wasn’t a murderer, on the other, Ed would be frothing at the mouth for revenge. He was probably marshalling his gang of thugs as she sat there. Once the roads re-opened Emily needed to get as far away from the Highway 2 corridor as she could manage. Turning off the TV, she considered her options. 

“Do you think I should call Mom?” she asked Miley, whose only response was a cocking of her head. “Yeah, I know. The first thing she’d do is call Ed. So okay, we’re on our own. I don’t want to text Carol or Sheila. They’ll be worried, but the less they know, the less they can let slip to Ed or the cops.”

Leaving Miley in the room, Emily slipped out to the sandwich shop across the parking lot. She returned with three foot-long sandwiches. One she shared with the dog, the other two were stowed in the small room fridge. “Food for the next couple of days if we’re careful,” she told the dog.

A full stomach and the welcome warmth of the bed lulled her into a deep sleep.

––––––––
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The clock by the bed told her it was 6 am when she woke up. Reluctant to leave the cozy bed, Emily snuggled into the covers for a moment. Then she got up and dressed quickly. Better to slip out early before too many people were stirring. The fewer people who saw her the better. They might not remember her, but the reporter mentioned Miley last night. It would take too much for someone to put two and two together and come up with four. It was only the work of minutes to pack the duffle bag, then leaving the key card on the dresser in front of the TV, the pair took the stairs to the ground floor. She stopped at the desk to retrieve her damage deposit and slipped out the back door.

There were fewer trucks in the parking lots, so the roads must have been re-opened. Her thoughts turned longingly to a cup of coffee. Deciding it was worth the risk, she walked back to the Tim Horton’s. She stood outside the door nursing the hot liquid. A burly truck driver stood nearby smoking a cigarette. He glanced her way and gave a quick smile. Emily politely smiled back, it seemed safer than drawing attention to herself by ignoring him. 

“Nasty storm,” he remarked.

“Yeah, I was stuck here overnight when the buses quit running,” Emily replied. She shifted a few feet further away from the man.

“Where you headed?” 

“East.” Why wouldn’t he just shut up and smoke his cigarette?

“East, where. I’m headed to Saskatoon. My name’s Rick by the way.” He stuck out his hand.

“Carly,” she said, shaking his hand and giving him the shortened version of her middle name.

Rick glanced up at the leaden sky where snow still fell in great quantity. “Don’t think the buses are running yet. I just talked to one of the drivers in there.” He jerked his head toward the restaurant. “Worried about lawsuits if there’s an accident.”

“Damn,” she muttered, tightening her fingers around the paper cup.

“Look, Carly. If you’re in a hurry, you’re welcome to ride with me. I could use the company...but no skin off my nose if you want to wait for the bus,” Rick offered.

Emily turned to face the man and studied him. She’d become adept at reading body language from dealing with Ed and her mom. He seemed sincere enough... Miley sealed the deal by getting up, shaking, and walking over to Rick and shoving her nose in his hand.
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