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PROLOGUE

ASHLEY BROWN PUTTERED IN her state-of-the-art barn, tending the mushrooms as she considered her life. At sixty-four, she’d done a lot of living. Probably more than most people. Thirty years ago, she’d left her parents behind in Liberty, Pickens County, South Carolina, to make a new life for herself. After stopping in Boston for an unhappy time, she came to Canada to settle in the small community of Florence, Cape Breton Island.

Ashley adjusted one of the grow lights. I’m not sorry. It’s been good so far, even if most people see me as eccentric. I suppose I am.

She sighed. Maybe it’s time to loosen up. Let more people in on my secret. Sometimes it’s lonely. She smiled to herself. Most of the time, not. But maybe I should pay more attention to what others think. I don’t know.

Ashley pulled the piece of paper from the pocket of her homemade red tartan skirt and re-read it. This makes it easier.

She slipped the paper back in her pocket and had second thoughts. Or does it?
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CHAPTER ONE

OCTOBER 10, 2023

DETECTIVE GORDIE MACLEAN DIDN’T notice the view as he drove northeast along Highway 4 on his way from his home on Isle Madame to the police station in Sydney. He appreciated today’s sunny weather compared to yesterday’s fog and drizzle, but the white farmhouses and small yellow cottage-style homes that gazed out from their backdrop of blazing red and orange trees onto the clear water of Bras d’Or Lake didn’t catch his eye. Gordie’s thoughts were on his upcoming meeting with his boss, Sergeant Carol Penny.

At breakfast, Gordie and his partner Vanessa continued the discussion they’d started during their Thanksgiving dinner the day before. Yet, Gordie still didn’t know what he’d say when he got to the meeting.

He knew what Vanessa thought. She’d been very clear. “Go for it. You did well on the courses.”

His argument that ‘courses aren’t everything’ left her puzzled.

“You have experience as well. All you needed were those couple of courses.”

Instead of responding, he’d allowed himself to be distracted by Bandit. “You need to go out, don’t you, little girl? Let’s enjoy the nice morning.”

Vanessa had given in and laughed. “You won’t be calling her ‘little girl’ for much longer.”

Happy to change the subject, Gordie had fondled the silky ears of his five-month-old Great Pyrenees puppy. “I know. Fifty-two pounds last week. She’ll be bigger than Taz, I think.”

They were silent as Gordie remembered the dog he’d lost earlier in the year. Shaking his head, he’d risen and done his best to focus his attention on the pup, who was now chewing on Gordie’s slipper. “Let’s go and get rid of some of your excess energy before I go to work.”

Now, as he drove, Gordie smiled to think of the puppy. She’s a bit of a nightmare, but I can’t help but love her. I hope Vanessa’s put away all her shoes this time. Last time Bandit spent the day at Vanessa’s, she shredded a running shoe. I don’t think my wallet can handle buying all new footwear for Vanessa. Who knew sneakers cost more than a hundred dollars these days?

Musing about his dog helped Gordie suppress thoughts of his upcoming meeting, and before he knew it, he pulled into the parking lot. He inhaled the aroma of stale smoke from a sand-filled ashtray as he walked past on his way into the three-storey red brick building, craving the almost forgotten comfort of a cigarette for a second.

When he entered the open-plan space where the detectives worked, he glanced reflexively at the cleared desk of his former partner, Roxanne Albright.

He reminded himself. She’s living the high life in Halifax. One of these days, someone new will sit there, or maybe they’ll take this desk. He pulled his spiral notebook from his jacket pocket before draping the Lululemon garment over the back of his chair, ignoring the small locker each detective had as part of their workstation.

He had laughed when Vanessa gave him the utility jacket as a birthday gift. “Lululemon? What happened to Levi’s?”

She shrugged. “It’s a Canadian company. Just see how you like it; if you don’t, we’ll get you something else.”

It had breast pockets for his notebook and glasses, so he was happy enough with it despite wondering why he needed a new jacket.

Gordie glanced at his watch. Just enough time to grab a coffee from the cafeteria to take with me.

***

He couldn’t knock on the open door of his sergeant’s office carrying two cups of coffee, so he just announced himself to Sergeant Carol Penny. “OK to come in, Boss?”

She looked up and then closed the lid of her laptop. “Come in. Close the door, please.” Her dark bobbed hair was short enough to always be tidy but long enough to look feminine. Her crisp navy-blue uniform camouflaged the few extra pounds she wore. She smiled, and her rosy cheeks disguised her piercing gaze.

Gordie set one cup down on her tidy desk before stepping back to close the door. “I took the liberty. Did you just come up this morning?”

Sergeant Penny shook her head. “Thanks. I enjoyed an early turkey dinner and then headed back last night. No traffic, so it only took four hours and fifteen minutes.” She took a sip of coffee and leaned back in her chair.

Gordie admired many things about his boss, including the way she closed her computer and gave a person her full attention—even if I feel like she’s got a spotlight on me.

Penny set the cup down. “I got the report of your final course. You did well. It may not be perfect, but at our age, a person is bound to bring experience to a situation, which may not always coincide with what the book says.”

He smiled at the generous coupling of her age and his, knowing she was a couple of years younger than his own, 57 years. “I suspected there’d be a few places I’d be at odds with what they were looking for, but thought it best to be honest.”

She took a large sip of her coffee. “You were right. So, Detective MacLean. Here we are. You’ve passed the required training, and the question before us is: are you prepared to take the promotion that goes with this job?”

Yes. Here it is. The question before us.

He took a breath, and then she held up a finger to forestall his answer as Detective Rob Norris peered through the small window in the door and knocked.

The shadow of a frown creased Sergeant Penny’s face, but she nodded and waved Norris to enter. “Can it wait, Detective Norris?”

“’Fraid not, Sergeant. We’ve got a murder on our hands.”
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CHAPTER TWO

SERGEANT PENNY WAS ALL business. She put her discussion with MacLean on the back burner while Detective Norris gave his report. Rob Norris wore his usual open-necked shirt with its rumpled, lived-in appearance. While his thinning hair still maintained enough colour to show off his red Celtic heritage, his beard stubble had enough grey mixed in to reveal his 51 years of age.

He adjusted his silver rectangular glasses and read from his notes. “This morning, a fella delivering some groceries found a dead woman outside Florence.”

Sergeant Penny frowned. “Remind me where that is.”

Rob knew the area well since he lived in North Sydney. “Florence is northwest of Sydney Mines. I’m not exactly sure where this is, but I’m guessing it’s off the Bras d’Or Florence Road.”

Gordie nodded. “Is that the 305?”

“That’s it.” He continued to read. “This delivery guy, who goes by the name Dasher Lynch, was pretty freaked out. He said it looks like someone caved in the woman’s head.”

Sergeant Penny scribbled notes on a pad of paper beside her phone. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions yet. I’ve seen a lot of blood present in some natural deaths. OK, Rob, thank you for this. You can set up the case record in the system, and we’ll be out to talk about the next steps shortly.”

After Norris left, Sergeant Penny turned her gaze on Gordie. “Well, Gordie? What’s it to be?”

He bit his lip. “How about we do this as a trial? I run this case, and then we discuss what happens next?”

She nodded. “Sounds like a good suggestion. Well, acting Sergeant MacLean. What’s your first move?”

“Rob Norris will be lead, but I want to go out to the scene with him to start. Once I understand the situation fully, I can see what resources we need. I suppose we’ll have to put Ahearn with him and maybe Mike Ross, although he’s up to his ears with that domestic. We’ll miss Detective Albright.”

Sergeant Penny smiled. “About that. Detective Roxanne Albright will be back here next week.”

Gordie widened his eyes. “What? She’s coming home. What’s happened?”

“I’m sure she’ll tell you more about it herself, but she’s done a great job being an extra pair of hands for the past three months. Her return is not a poor reflection of her work.”

Gordie stood up. “That’s great news. Well, we’d better get this show on the road.”

They walked down the hall to the shared workspace. The detectives, including Rob Norris and Jason Ahearn, looked up when Sergeant Penny spoke. “As you all know, I’ve been juggling my position in Halifax and filling in as sergeant here for the past few months. Effective today, Detective MacLean will be helping me out by taking a more active role in managing your team.”

Jason Ahearn grinned and clapped. With his heart-shaped face and widow’s peak, he still appeared to be fresh out of police college. Their resident expert on technology, the young single man’s skills proved invaluable to the team.

Although with less enthusiasm, the other detectives joined in, while Rob Norris gave Gordie a thumbs-up.

Sergeant Penny held up her hand for silence. “I have one more announcement, and then I’ll hand it over to Gordie. I’m pleased to inform you that Detective Roxanne Albright will be rejoining the team next week. She’s done an excellent job in Halifax and is eager to return and apply some of what she learned here at home.”

This time, there were some raised eyebrows and comments about ‘someone to make the tea,’ but Jason blushed and took a breath as if the news was too good to be true.

She nodded to Gordie, who stepped forward to take her place.

“Thank you, Sergeant Penny.” Gordie glanced at his sergeant as she turned away to return to her office. He felt his heartbeat race. Sweat prickled under his arms. Don’t panic. Nothing’s changed. Just the same team getting ready to work together.

He sucked in his breath. “Right. Norris, you’ll take the lead on the case, but first, you and I’ll go out to the scene and see what we’ve got. Jason, Rob will give you what we know so far. Start doing your internet magic to see what you can dig out about our victim. Social media, family contacts, that sort of thing. We’ll try to find next of kin information when we’re at the scene. The rest of you have your current cases to work on. Later today, I’ll meet with each of you to get the details of what you’re working on. Give some thought to how I can help you.”

Gordie ignored the couple of skeptical looks and, with a final nod to the team, turned to return to his desk.

Rob Norris joined him. “OK, Boss. When do you want to head out?”

“Give me ten minutes and then I’ll see you in the parking lot. Did you let John Allen know?”

“Yup. The forensics team should be on site processing the scene by the time we arrive. Do you want to drive, or should I?”

“Makes sense for you to drive. You know the area best.”

Rob nodded, looking pleased, and headed back to his desk to prepare for the trip to a potential crime scene.

Gordie gathered his things. I’m going to regret that.

Gordie slipped outside to call his partner privately. He heard Bandit barking excitedly as Vanessa answered.

He smiled as she shouted over the dog’s frenzied yelping. “Hello?”

“Everything OK?” Gordie knew from experience that Bandit tended to bark as soon as anyone was on the phone, but he thought it best to check that there was nothing else going on.

“Oh, yes. We’re at Parish Lane. Let me put Bandit inside so I can hear you.”

He heard her talking to the five-month-old dog and pictured her half-cajoling and half-dragging the rambunctious pup into her house.

She was breathless when she came back. “Now, tell me how things are going. Did you meet with Sergeant Penny?”

He gave her a quick summary of the morning’s events, finishing off with, “I’d better go. Rob’ll be here any minute to head to the scene.”

She laughed. “I can’t believe you’re letting him drive. Didn’t you say he scares you because his driving is so erratic?”

“Yeah. I thought it would be a good move to get him onside.”

“Well, bite your tongue then, and keep that thought in mind. Go on, Acting-Sergeant MacLean. I’m so proud of you. I’ll talk to you when I talk to you. Meanwhile, Bandit and I are getting the garden to bed for the winter.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure she’s a great help. I’ll call you later.”

The anxiety he’d felt when addressing his colleagues was gone. A few words with Vanessa always settle me. He whiled away the few minutes waiting, imagining her and his beautiful new puppy in the yard at her house near Port Mulroy. When did we start calling her place Parish Lane and mine Shannon? He frowned but didn’t remember when the subtle distinction between her place and his place had changed. Who cares? I feel better today than I have in a long time. Ever since Taz. Even in his mind, he couldn’t say ‘since Taz died.’

Time to just look forward.
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CHAPTER THREE

ROB NORRIS CHATTED AS he drove. He turned occasionally to look at Gordie as he drove along Highway 125. “Isn’t this one of the finest views you’ve ever seen?” He waved at the glassy water reflecting the autumn trees as he swung through the bend at Balls Creek.

Gordie gripped the door’s armrest and nodded. “Lovely.”

Although MacLean had been to the home of Rob Norris and his wife a few times, Rob slowed down, much to the aggravation of drivers who tooted as they went around him, to point out the exit at Sydney Mines. “Just five minutes down there. You sure you don’t want to stop in for a cup of tea before heading to the scene?”

“Maybe on the way back. Uniforms are waiting, so we’d best get there as quickly as we can.”

Norris pressed down on the gas, lurching them forward. “Sure. Of course. Maybe later. I’ll give Martha a call to give her a heads-up.” He made the hands-free call before Gordie had a chance to protest. Mrs. Norris’ thick Newfoundland accent came through. “Hello, darlin’”

“Hiya, duckie. Now, just so’s you know. Gordie MacLean’s sitting here beside me, listening to every word.”

“I’ll be on my best behaviour. What’s happening?”

Rob explained and finished off to say, “We’ll be stopping…”

“Might be stopping,” Gordie interjected.

“Might be stopping on the way back for a cuppa tea and maybe some of your molasses cake, if there’s any of it about.”

“I’ll dig it out of the freezer now, just in case. Let me know later.”

Rob disconnected and grinned at MacLean. “She’s a helluva baker, is my Martha. You’re going to love her molasses cake.”

Gordie suspected he would love the cake, but remained noncommittal. “You know we’re here to investigate a death, right?”

Norris remained cheerful as he took the sharp bend from the Trans-Canada Highway to the smaller Highway 305. “No reason we can’t do both.”

He suddenly slowed down. “There’s the Army Navy Air Club. I’m not so sure of the way now. Somewhere here we need to turn off.”

Gordie pulled out his phone, opened the maps app, and keyed in the address. “You’ll turn left in one and a half kilometres.” He counted down the metres. “Here. Turn left here.”

Thick spruce trees, alder bushes and birch trees walled the dirt road in on both sides. Rob frowned as he dodged to avoid a deep pothole. “Pretty out of the way. Amazing anyone found her.”

“Maybe it opens up further on.”

They drove in silence as the gravity of the work ahead settled over them. They parked on the road behind the marked police car. From the trunk of the car, they each pulled out a new disposable set of crime scene overalls, booties and gloves. A uniformed constable held up the yellow tape for them to cross from the road onto the property and took down their names on his log.

Rob Norris became all business as Gordie did his best to observe without taking charge.

***

They put on their protective gear, and then Rob led the way along the marked trail into a large outbuilding. The hum of air conditioning and other machinery pressed against Gordie’s ears. He frowned and muttered to Rob. “This isn’t like any shed I’ve ever seen.”

Norris nodded, matching the quiet tone. “I know. It’s like a spaceship or something.”

They walked through a door into a large space. The humidity made him feel clammy, especially after the crisp autumn weather outside. Gordie saw John Allen, the head of the forensics team, kneeling on the white-painted floor. Allen nodded to them and stood up to speak to the detectives.

“Congrats, MacLean. I understand you’re moving up in the world.”

Gordie shrugged. “Nothing’s written in stone.”

Rob Norris shifted forward. “So, what have you got, John?”

Allen acknowledged the subtle movement and glanced back at the body on the floor, a pool of blood stark against the sterile-looking surface. “The victim is a woman in her sixties, I’m guessing. She was struck on the back of the head with a shovel.” He pointed to a small spade lying near the body. “I can’t say until we get her back to the morgue, but I suspect that was the cause of death.”

Rob nodded. “Is it possible it was an accident? You know, tripped and fell or whatever?”

“I can’t see how.”

Gordie studied the room, with its sets of shelving and lumps of something inside plastic bags. “What is this place?”

“It’s a mushroom farm.”

Rob raised his eyebrows. “If I ever gave it any thought, I imagined mushrooms were grown in crap in dark places.” He waved his hand. “This seems so, I don’t know, technical.”

Gordie nodded. “What’s all this equipment for?”

Allen tilted his head. “I’m no expert, but I know you need the right humidity, ventilation and insulation. That’s just the environment. There’s another room with a big piece of equipment labelled as a ribbon mixer. I’m not sure what it’s for. I just care if there’s anything of forensic value to it.” In response to MacLean’s raised eyebrows, he answered, “Nothing obvious. I think this was the scene. Just this room.” John Allen turned to join one of his team members, who was busy taking photographs, and then looked back at Gordie. “When you go back outside, be sure to walk around to the back of this building.” With that, the forensics man dedicated his attention to his team.

Norris wrestled his notebook from his inside pocket and began sketching the room, including the position of the body, the spade, the doors, shelving, and equipment. Gordie joined Rob, who now stood counting rows of blocks in bags on the shelves.

MacLean nodded to the spade. “It doesn’t fit with everything else here. Everything else is so sterile, while the spade looks like it’s been used to dig spuds. And then, I’d wonder what the spade is for. I know this is a mushroom farm, but it’s not like any other farm I’ve ever seen. What would she be digging inside here?”

Rob paused to look around again. “You’re right. You think the killer brought it with them?”

“Maybe. But wouldn’t that set off alarm bells for the victim? Someone walks in carrying a grubby spade. If nothing else, I imagine she’d be annoyed at anyone bringing dirt into this environment.”

Norris made a note in his book. “Once John’s team is finished with the forensics, I’ll get Jason on it. Maybe there’s something unique about it that can be traced back to where it was sold.”

John Allen called them. “Got something here you might want to see.”

Gordie led the way back to where Allen and a tall, lithe young woman knelt on the floor. Allen introduced them. “I don’t know if you’ve met before. This is my 2IC, Aki Googoo.” He nodded to his second-in-charge. “Detectives Norris and MacLean.”

Gordie wasn’t sure his knees were up to kneeling on the concrete, so he hunched over, trying to stay out of Allen’s light. “What is it?”

They had turned the victim over, her mid-calf, red tartan skirt covering her legs almost to where her old combat boots began. Allen nodded to Googoo. “Take them through it.”

Her voice cadence sounded almost musical as she explained, using a bright penlight as a pointer. “I believe she was clutching something when she was killed. At first, I thought her hand was curled because of a cadaveric spasm, which can occur if she was actively using her hand at the moment of her death, but the more I look at it, the less I believe she was holding a tool or engaged in an activity, but simply holding something like a piece of paper. I can’t be sure, of course.”

Allen straightened up. “I concur. The muscles of the entire hand aren’t involved. It’s just the thumb and forefinger. I think she held a piece of paper.”

Rob wrote in his book. “And that paper is now gone.”

John Allen waved towards the rear of the building. “Make sure you take a walk to the back.”

Leaving the forensics team to complete their detailed work, Norris and MacLean followed the marked path to the back of the outbuilding. Rob stopped. “Whoa. Those are some healthy-looking marijuana plants.”

Gordie pointed to a hoe resting against a tree. “And that changes my thoughts about the killer bringing a spade. This hoe is the same brand as the murder weapon.”

Rob raised his eyebrows. “Look at you, Mr. Green Thumb.”

“Not at all. Vanessa wanted a couple of these Lee Valley tools for her birthday, and they look the same to me. Canadian-made. Good quality.”

Norris nodded. “So, the victim had money. This whole mushroom operation must have cost a bundle to set up, and even her marijuana tools were quality.”

“Looks that way.”

“Maybe her real income came from the wacky-tobacky, and the mushrooms were just a cover.”

“Hard to imagine anyone putting this kind of operation together just as a cover. Besides, have you ever shopped for those fancy mushrooms like oyster or shiitake?”

Rob frowned. “We get those white ones to go with steak. I wouldn’t even know what to do with fancy mushrooms.”

Gordie shrugged. “I wouldn’t have known either, but Vanessa is a wealth of information.”

Rob sketched the garden layout and proximity to the crime scene, and then they turned to leave. “I’ll just let John know we’re on our way.”

Gordie had been about to do the same but bit his lip. “See you at the car. Maybe ask if they’ve found anything like a diary or phone book for next of kin.”

***

He had to admit that stopping for a cup of tea and a piece of Martha’s homemade molasses cake, generously slathered with butter, was a good idea. “This is delicious, Martha. Thank you.”

The petite woman cut another slice and set it on Gordie’s plate without asking. “You’ll have another piece.”

Gordie knew he shouldn’t. “Just the one, and then we need to go.”

Martha topped up his tea from the Brown Betty teapot. “So, you’ve got a case out this way, do you?”

Rob Norris shook his head at his wife. “You know we can’t talk about it.”

She made a motion as if to zip her lips together.

Rob relented. “It’s a woman who lived out in the woods the other side of Florence.”

Martha put her hand over her mouth. “That’s a bad job. A domestic, is it?”

“No. An older woman. A bit eccentric, I’d say. What do you figure, Gordie?”

“Hard to say yet, but you’re probably right. A woman her age living out there in the woods. No doubt some will call her eccentric.”

Martha tilted her head. “Not the mushroom lady?”

Gordie and Rob both gaped at her before Rob frowned. “What do you know about her?”

“Oh, God love her. It is her, isn’t it?”

Gordie put his hand on her arm. “Did you know her, Martha?”

“Doesn’t everyone? With her gypsy skirts and boots. Carries the mushrooms on her back. Once in a while, she walks all that way to meet a young man at the Lick-A-Chick, and that fella takes them to the Foodland for her. I once asked that fella…” Martha turned to her husband. “You know him. Dasher Lynch. One of Black Norm Lynch’s boys.”

Seeing Gordie’s raised eyebrows, Rob nodded and explained, “There’s another guy called Red Normie Lynch.”

MacLean encouraged her. “You were saying?”

“Right. I once asked Dasher why he made her walk all the way to the Lick-A-Chick and didn’t just go directly to her house to pick them up.”

Rob prompted her. “And what did he say?”

Martha shrugged. “She liked the walk if the weather cooperated. They had an arrangement. If the weather was not fit because it was mauzy or snowing or whatever, he’d go to the house.”

Rob looked at Gordie. “Yesterday’s weather…”

Gordie remembered the fog and drizzle of the previous day and finished the thought. “Was mauzy. But it was Thanksgiving yesterday. Would he pick up mushrooms on a holiday?”

“That’s a question we’ll be asking.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

ROB EXTOLLED THE VIRTUES of his wife as he belted back along Highway 125. “She’s a great woman, is my Martha. Not only the best kind in the kitchen but knows everything about what’s going on.”

Gordie agreed. “She’s been a great help there.”

They stopped, and Gordie picked up a box of treats and beverages for the team at the Tim Hortons closest to the station.

As they passed through the office area, Rob called out on his way to the meeting room. “Acting Sergeant MacLean bought snacks. Come to the meeting room to debrief on where we’re at with this case.”

Jason had prepared the whiteboard with the few facts he had unearthed. A colour photo from an online article showed the victim from two years earlier with her thriving mushroom business. The full-length photo showed her standing in front of the outbuilding, which had become a crime scene. She wore a long braid draped across one shoulder, and her bangs disguised a large forehead. She wore a red jacket with a layered brown and cream skirt that fell to the tops of her boots, and she had her hands stuck into the pockets of the skirt as she smiled shyly at the camera.

After a moment of studying the image, Rob turned to the group. “She’s no oil painting, but she looked happy. It’s quite an operation she put together out there in the woods.”

As the men ate and drank, they listened to Rob explain what they had discovered.

Jason raised his hand. “Did you find anything to tell us who her next of kin is? I couldn’t find any information about her on social media. She hardly posts anything, and then it’s just about mushrooms. Nothing personal at all.”

From his position at the back of the room, Gordie suddenly understood why Sarge, Sergeant Carol Penny’s predecessor, rarely came to these briefings. There was no role for him here. Rob had everything under control, and anything Gordie wanted to say, Norris beat him to it.

“Forensics hadn’t looked at the house yet, so we couldn’t go through it to look for information,” Rob answered Jason’s question.

When they had reviewed the few details they knew, Rob assigned Jason a few tasks and noted what he himself would look at, starting with an interview with Dasher Lynch.

Norris looked at Gordie. “Anything you want to add, Boss?”

“You’re getting uniforms to do the door-to-door for witnesses. While they’re out there, make sure they ask everyone about door cameras. Lots of people have them these days.”

Rob wrote it on the board. “Good thinking.”

Gordie nodded to the group. “I’ll be going into everyone’s schedule to book a one-on-one session, so please make sure your calendars are up to date.” He ignored the cynical looks and left the room.

Gordie made his way to Carol Penny’s office to update her. He found her packing files into a banker’s box. “Are you moving out already?”

She waved him in. “Soon. I’m heading back to Halifax this afternoon, and you’re moving in here. I’ll be available by phone whenever you need me, but the best way for you to get the feel for the job is by doing it. I’ll be back next week for a day unless there’s a compelling reason for me to be here before that.”

She continued to pack her box. “I’ve sent a note to Security to update your access across the system and give you visibility to your team’s schedules, non-confidential HR records, and the pay system. You’ll need to keep an eye on the overtime now that you’ve got a big case.”

Gordie felt queasy. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this.”

“Only one way to find out.”

“I’m not sure the guys respect me enough.” There. I said it out loud.

“Do you respect me?”

Gordie flushed. “Of course.”

“Why? What did I do to gain your respect?”

He shrugged. “You have a good way about you. You took an interest without being overbearing. You’re knowledgeable. You always know about what’s going on with a case and offer practical advice.”

She smiled. “So now you know what you need to do to earn their respect. And if I can add some further food for thought?”

“Sure.”

“Think about someone you don’t respect and understand what you want to avoid based on that model.”

They both thought about Sarge without mentioning his name. Gordie nodded. “Great advice. Thanks.”

***

Sergeant Carol Penny came into the common area and called out a farewell on her way out. “Sergeant MacLean will be moving down the hall, if you’re looking for him. I know you’ll give him the same great support you’ve given me. I’ll still drop in, and you all have my email address if there’s something you think I can help with, but I know that Gordie will support you just as I have.”

There was a chorus of ‘goodbyes’, and with that, she left. Gordie paused for a moment and then went to his desk to take the few things he needed immediately. His laptop, his jacket, his coffee mug. Jeez, I wish Roxanne were here. On the heels of that thought, another. I’ll send her a note to welcome her back and tell her the news. See what she says.

He took his few things to his office and then went to the cafeteria to get a cup of tea. When he returned, he opened his computer and saw an email from System Security telling him to create passwords for the new modules he had access to. He used the same password for everything. Bandit2023! Seems appropriate. What am I doing sitting in this office?

Gordie spent the afternoon browsing through the new modules, feeling like a spy. He quickly decided to set up some meetings for updates from the rest of the team to review their projects. He opened the scheduling software. OK, Gordie. You learned how to do this in your course. First, click here. Now, put in their name and find a half-hour time he’s available. Gordie selected 3:30 and was startled when he received an acceptance message from Mike Ross almost immediately. Good Lord. It worked. That gives me 45 minutes to find out all I can about his case before he gets here.

***

Gordie hadn’t worked many cases with Ross. The man in his mid-forties sat across from Gordie and leaned back, gazing around the office. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

Gordie smiled, seeing long dog hairs stuck to his blue-checked lumber shirt. “I plan to get a few life-size pictures of my dog. That’ll make it my own. Better yet, I might just bring her in with me.”

Ross sat forward a little, the light shining off his receding hairline. “What sort of dog?”

“Bandit is a five-month-old Great Pyrenees.”

Hearing the name of the breed, a stricken look crossed his face. “Oh, right. I’m sorry. I forgot about what happened last year.”

“No worries. I think you have a dog yourself?”

Ross’s face lit up. “Yup. Peetz is a golden retriever. Seven years old. Love him to bits.”

Gordie frowned. “Petes? as in more than one Pete?”

Mike Ross laughed, his teeth shining white against his salt and pepper-coloured beard. “No. As in P-E-E-T-Z. It’s a brand of fishing reel. My guy has loved the water and fishing since he was just a little pup.”

“Nice. I look forward to meeting him one day. Meanwhile, tell me about this domestic violence case you’ve got.”

Ross spoke, and Gordie asked questions for several minutes. When he had completed his overview, Gordie asked him how confident he was that the Crown could get a conviction.

Mike frowned. “That’s the big worry, all right. I wish we had something more solid.”

“I took a quick look at the case notes. Are there any other witnesses you could approach to give a statement?”

“I’ve talked to all the neighbours. No one’s willing.”

“What about the victim’s mother?”

“I only talked to her by phone. She lives in Halifax and wasn’t helpful.”

“What if you went to see her?”

“Go to Halifax?”

“Maybe. Do you think a witness statement from her will help?”

“Probably. I could give her a call, I guess.”

“Talk to the Crown. It’s your case, but I know from experience, even if she didn’t witness this assault, she may have seen other events that would help build the case.”

“OK. Good idea. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

Gordie took out a fresh black notebook that he had put in the top drawer earlier and made notes on his meeting. He closed the book. So far, so good. But I really want to know what’s happening in the Brown case. He looked up the case on the system to see if any of John Allen’s forensics notes had been entered yet. Nothing. Sighing, knowing he shouldn’t, he stood and walked down the hall to look at the whiteboard.

***

Jason Ahearn and Rob Norris were in a deep discussion in front of the board. Someone had written ‘cousin’ on the board along with the name Dasher Lynch.

Jason saw Gordie at the door and stood aside, making room in front of the board. “Hey, Boss.”

Rob glanced over his shoulder. “Everything OK?”

Gordie nodded. “Just wondering if you got a hold of this Lynch boy yet?”

His voice cool, Rob Norris shook his head. “I left a message. Don’t worry. I’ll let you know when I’ve scheduled him to come in.”

“Great. I’m not checking up on you. Just curious.” Damn. I shouldn’t justify myself.

Ahearn seemed eager to fill the awkward silence. “We heard from Aki.” He quickly amended himself. “Aki Googoo; John Allen’s 2IC”

Gordie raised his eyebrows. “And?”

Jason tapped the word ‘cousin’ on the board. “She found a phone book in the house and gave us the name and phone number of a cousin of the victim. Eva Wilson. It’s a 617-area code. Boston.”

“That’s great progress.”

Rob stood watching until Gordie shifted. “OK, well, I’d better go take a look at those budget spreadsheets Sergeant Penny left me. Are you planning a morning meeting to bring everyone up to speed?”

Rob shook his head. “I don’t think we’ll have enough new information yet. Tomorrow will be a more productive day. I’ll be sure to let you know if I schedule anything. I guess you want me to use your calendar scheduler?”

“No need. Just drop by and let me know.”

“Got it. Thanks for checking in.”

“Right. I’ll be heading out shortly. Just call me if anything comes up.”

Jason grinned. “Have a great night, Boss.”

“You too.”

He set up a few appointments for the next day with the remaining team members to review their cases. Tonight, I’ll read the case notes for all of them. Hopefully, they’ll all go as well as the first one. I could stay and do that now. No. I need to get out of this office.

He called Vanessa as he pulled out of the parking lot. “I’m on the way back. Shall I pick up a pizza on the way?”

“Good Lord. You’re on the way already? Don’t you have a big case? I just started making a seafood casserole for supper. The water’s just boiling to poach the scallops.”

“That sounds great. No need to rush. I’m bringing work home with me. I figured I could do it as easily sitting in front of the woodstove as I could in Sergeant Penny’s office.”

“Your office, you mean.”

“I suppose so. I’d be happier at my own desk. Anyway, I’ll lose you soon, so I’ll let you go.”

Before he hung up, he heard her ask him. “Did everything go all right today?”

“Sure. Fine. Gotta go.”

Gordie disconnected and asked himself the same question. Did everything go all right today? Maybe. I don’t know why I agreed to this. It’s not who I am.


​

CHAPTER FIVE

ROB NORRIS DROVE WITH more than his usual speed on the way home. What will Martha make of all this? Good ole Gordie, the new Sarge. She’ll ask me what I think, and I don’t know. I never imagined it. I knew he took those courses, and I guess if I thought about it, I might have seen this coming. He just doesn’t seem like the man for the job.

He left the car in the driveway instead of parking in the garage and hustled into the house. “Hiya, Ducky.”

Martha came from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, the printed map of Newfoundland faded and dotted with old food stains. “Hello, my love. I have the kettle on, or will it be a drop of rum tonight?”

He draped his jacket on the well-worn spade-top finial at the base of the staircase leading up to the second floor of their one-and-a-half-storey home. “Make it a rum. And one for yourself.”

Martha nodded and retreated to the kitchen, where Rob heard her take out the bottles of rum and cola. He flopped down on the well-worn and perfectly comfortable blue leather couch.

She handed him his drink. “Rough day, was it?”

He took a sip of his drink. “Gordie’s been promoted to Acting Sergeant.”

“Has he? He’s a good soul. You like him, don’t you?”

“I do. Yes, I do.”

“But?”

“He’s older than me.”

Martha tilted her head. “So, it makes sense he’d be the next in line. You’re thinking it should be your job?”

“I’m not saying that, exactly.”

She took a drink and waited.

“He won’t be out running around doing door-to-doors in all weather, or interviewing people outside the office. He left the office at 4:30 today.”

“Right.”

Rob sighed. “On one hand, I’m happy. I’m the lead on this new murder, and it’s great to be in charge instead of following orders. On the other hand, Gordie will still be looking over my shoulder. He won’t leave me to it. I know him.”

“And if he does, you can talk to him.”

“That’s true. The other thing is that Roxanne Albright is coming back.”

“I thought she was away to Halifax?”

“She was, but she’s done her time there, and she’ll be back next week or even later this week.”

“And will she be on your team?”

“Looks like it. I hope she doesn’t come up with all sorts of fancy ideas. Just plain hard work is what will solve this.”

Martha took his empty glass and refilled it. She handed it to him with a smile. “I think you’re looking for problems before they happen. You get on with everyone. You know what you’re doing, and you’ll just chip away at getting to the bottom of things, like you always do.”

Rob sipped his drink and leaned back against the leather that moulded itself to his frame. “You’re right, as always, my love.”

“Watch TV for a bit. Supper’ll be ready in about twenty minutes.”

***

Rob suspected Martha had called their daughter to say her father needed cheering up. He sat in his post-supper stupor when Grace phoned. “Hello, Luvvy. This is a nice surprise.”

“Hiya, Daddy. How’s things?”

“Great. How’s that little dote of mine?”

“Dylan’s just fine. Henry’s giving him his bath right now, so I thought I’d give a quick call to say hi.”

“Nothing wrong?”

“Do I need an excuse to call, Dad?”

“Not at all. Did your Mum tell you I’m lead on a new case?”

He knew he had her when she hesitated. “She said something earlier. That’s fantastic, Daddy. I’m so proud of you.”

He heard his two-year-old grandson screeching in the background and smiled, imagining his son-in-law trying to tame the squirming child. “Thanks, Grace. I hear Dylan calling for you. You probably should go see to him before he drowns his daddy.”

His daughter laughed. “Yeah, all right. I’ll go. Well done, Dad. See you at the weekend.”

“Give the boy a hug from his grandpa.”

She hung up, and Rob glanced over to Martha, who was sitting studying the television guide, as if oblivious to the call. “Thanks, Martha.”

“What? We all know you’re capable of anything.”

He smiled and turned to see what she had selected on the TV.

***

While Rob Norris had been wondering if Gordie planned to interfere with his investigation, Gordie wondered the same thing. His drive home always gave him time to think. I know I need to let Rob run the investigation, and he’s run them before, but not a murder.

By the time he reached Vanessa’s home on Parish Lane just outside Port Mulroy, he was no wiser, but he put his worries aside to greet his partner and their dog.

“Bandit. Come here, girl.” He leaned down with open arms to catch the young dog who hurtled towards him. “Wait until Roxanne sees you. You’re bigger than her golden retriever, Sheba, now.”

Vanessa stood and watched the reunion. “She heard your car when you turned into Parish Lane. She got up, stretched and went to the door.”

Gordie gave Bandit one last caress and then stood to kiss Vanessa. “Any trouble with her?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle. I’m happy to turn her over to you now, though. She has way more energy than me.”

They waited while Bandit did her business and then went into the house, where the aroma of the seafood casserole filled the room. Gordie hung his jacket in the mudroom and kicked off his boots. “It’s great to be home.”

“Tea? Beer?”

“Maybe a Keith’s for a change. I’ve had a lot of tea today.”

He followed her to the kitchen and got himself a glass. Vanessa handed him a cold beer and then poured herself a glass of white wine.

When they were seated, she held up her glass to toast him. “To your first day as Acting Sergeant.”

He clinked his glass against hers. “Thanks, I think.”

“Tell me all about it.”

“I guess I feel like a fraud. Sitting there in this big office. It’s not me. I should be there in the middle of things.”

“You just need time to get used to it.”

“I’d rather be working on the case. Instead, tonight, I’ll review other cases to see if I can offer any magical insight to help them. As if there’s anything I can think of that the people already working the case haven’t already considered.”

“A fresh pair of eyes is always a good thing. How often have you told me that you valued Roxanne’s input because she has a different perspective?”

He took a sip and considered her comment. “That’s true, I guess.”

“So, tell me about the new case. Whatever you can.”

He straightened up. “A woman in her sixties. Lives alone out in the woods and had a mushroom farm with a side of cannabis.”

“Ah. Drugs. You figure that’s what’s happened?”

“Oh, too soon to tell. For all we know, she grew it for personal use and maybe for her friends. The mushroom business was quite a slick operation, though.”

Vanessa Googled professional mushroom growing and read out interesting facts to Gordie.

After supper and a walk in the cool fall evening with Bandit, he sat at the kitchen table and read case notes, jotting questions in his new notebook. He sipped tea and reread his notes. I can do this. Norris won’t mind if I stay close, as long as it’s not too close. And if I do this other stuff, I won’t have time to stay too close anyway.

***

The October sun had barely risen the next morning as MacLean sat in his office and tapped into the budget software, trying to figure out how to make the view more meaningful. I learned this in the course. How does this work again? I don’t want to see a whole year at a glance. I just want to see where we’re at right now, just in case we need overtime.

Rob Norris startled him when he stood at the door, holding two cups of coffee. “Morning, Boss. Got a minute?”

Gordie remembered to close his laptop while he waved Rob in. He took the proffered coffee. “Thanks. I need this.”

“You looked pretty intent there.”

“Pretty confused, you mean. Never mind that. What news?”

“Nothing new. I’ll follow up with John Allen on the autopsy and forensics today. Then there’s getting Dasher Lynch in for a conversation, and I’ve got Ahearn tracking down the cousin.”

“That all sounds good. You might want to get Jason chasing down phone and bank records while you’re at it. They always take time to come through.”

Norris nodded. “Right. Good idea. Listen, I thought it might be a good idea just to get straight how this new relationship works. You, as Gordie MacLean, my colleague, is one thing. You, as my boss, is something I need to figure out.”

I hear Martha’s voice here. “You’re right. It feels like a whole different thing. It’s been on my mind, too. Good for you for saying something. I wonder if it needs to be so different?”

Rob frowned. “How can it be the same?”

We always worked well together, you and me. A few times, I got edgy, but that was mainly because I felt Sergeant Arsenault tried to sabotage things. When left to our own devices, we figured things out. The way I see it, I’ve got a lot to learn about stuff outside of the investigation, so I’ll be busy. At the same time, I’m expected to keep in touch with the case and the team. You, Ahearn and Albright all work well together. I just need to monitor things.

“OK. So, what does that look like?”

“You do what you’re doing. You do the assignments. You see where the investigation takes you, and maybe at the end of the day, when you’ve got the board updated, I come in and see if anything jumps out at me.”

“What about interviews?”

“I’d like to listen in sometimes. Maybe even sit in once in a while, if that makes sense. We’ll decide that together. What do you think?”

Rob drained his cup. “Should work. And we’ll all update the case notes, so you can check that whenever you feel like it.”
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