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Chapter One
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Vera Marko sat in her armchair and looked through the front room window at the empty street. At two o’clock in the morning, the scene was static; not even the bare branches of the boulevard trees were moving. The moonlight brightened the scene and played with the shadows cast by the streetlights. She sighed. Insomnia was a bitch, and in the four years since her husband, David, had died, it hadn’t improved. She just didn’t worry about it much anymore and when she couldn’t sleep, she’d take a cup of chamomile tea out to the front room and hope for movement on the street.

Sometimes the neighbourhood jack rabbit loped by on a nocturnal mission, or a cat skulked around hedges. Vera was hoping that tonight would be one of those nights when the couple that lived across the street was out late or the husband was sneaking back after some clandestine activity. She had to imagine something more interesting than feral cats or garbage carried around by the wind.

Vera lifted her mug to drain the last of the tea when she caught movement from the corner of her eye. She perked up; the action was unlikely to help her sleep, but it would be interesting if it was the husband, if it was Doug. The couple across the street weren’t a couple any longer. She’d watched as Carrie deposited the garbage bags containing Doug’s stuff onto their lawn. There hadn’t been shouting or arguing. Doug and Carrie had loaded his belongings into the back of his pickup in stony silence. Then he had driven off.

She focused on Doug as he crept along the sidewalk, slinking from shadow to shadow. He wore a light jacket, despite the dusting of frost on the lawn. Even in the dimness, she smiled at his auburn hair. He didn’t know it, but when the moonlight burnished the curls, it was beautiful. Doug was a good-looking guy, even when he was unkempt. His jeans were ripped, his jacket old and baggy. The sneakers he wore boasted warped soles. ‘He needs Carrie,’ Vera thought.

The old woman sighed. Marriage wasn’t easy, but she and David had made it work. Just when all the rough edges were worn off, he’d died. At different times in their lives, she and Carrie had arrived at the same place. Doug paused under the big elm near Carrie’s house. He stood looking at it for a while before hurrying off. Vera watched him and considered getting her phone. She’d call 911 if she sensed danger or if he’d done anything suspicious, she could have taken his picture.

Vera was almost disappointed when he left. 

Ten minutes later, she was ready to give up and go back to bed. Then the black pickup appeared, inching up the street on her side. Vera shrank away from the window. The truck loomed nearer and then stopped almost in front of her house. Heart pounding, the old woman stayed where she was, hoping that if she was still, the occupants wouldn’t see her. She was glad of the big fir tree in her front yard. It would take an effort to notice her.

As the truck idled, its exhaust rose like the breath of a resting monster. Inside the pickup, the driver took a drag on his cigarette and in its glow, she saw his greasy hair and tangled beard. A smaller man sat next to him, and both stared intently at Carrie’s house. Again, Vera wished she had her phone; she could have recorded the truck and its occupants.  She could have tried to memorize the license plate, but it was in the shadows. The exhaust drifted and the men sat. 

After a while, the driver took a last deep pull from his cigarette and tossed the butt through the partially opened window. He turned and said something to the passenger and then put the truck in gear. As the big pickup crawled forward, Vera could hear nothing. She watched as it continued down the block, taillights a red glow. When the truck got to the intersection, its signal light blinked, and it turned left. The street was empty, and Vera was left to wonder if Carrie Bishop was being watched. Why had Doug been lurking near her house?

*   *   *
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CARRIE GLANCED ACROSS the street at Vera’s house. Thank goodness, the nosey old woman wasn’t sitting in the window. It was unsettling to be under her observation but there wasn’t much she could do about it. Vera was sitting in her own living room, and she was lonely but still Carrie didn’t appreciate her watching everything.

‘I hate mornings,’ thought Carrie as she drove along side streets to avoid the early rush. Edmonton had gone from a sleepy prairie city to a place where horns honked, tires squealed, and trucks dodged in and out of lanes. All for a few seconds’ advantage. She didn’t notice the Halloween decorations covering the lawns. Orange bags of leaves, headstones bursting out of dead, brown grass, the mechanical Dracula peering out of his coffin.

Tim Hortons was always busy; people couldn’t get enough of the coffee and sweet treats. Carrie stood in line and when her turn came, she ordered a double-double and a French toast bagel. What the hell. She’d been careful since the doctor started talking cholesterol and LDL and HDL levels. Dealing with Doug required fortification with carbs.

She zipped in front of a couple to sit at the small table they’d been heading for. Their dirty looks didn’t affect her. Carrie took a healthy bite of bagel and sipped her coffee. As she looked out the window, coral started to streak the dawn sky.

Her phone dinged and there was another text from Doug. Meet me at Second Cup. Carrie felt like throwing her phone; it was tempting to just ignore him.

But she didn’t. The coffee perked her up and the text aroused her curiosity. What did Doug want? The rush hour traffic hit its peak and it would take 10 minutes to walk to Second Cup. Carrie hurried along the sidewalk, cursing under her breath.

When she reached the coffee shop, there was no sign of Doug. She took out her phone and re-read the text. It did say Second Cup. Carrie grew angry. Trust Doug to beg for a meeting and not show up. She should have been immune to his entreaties and charm, but she wasn’t. Carrie scanned the street and the nearby parking lot. She was about to leave when she saw his truck with the expensive racing stripes and the impractical short box. Shining chrome accessories embellished its deep black.

Doug was in the driver’s seat, and she could see his bright hair through the back window. He looked like he was sleeping. Her temper flared. She marched to the corner and when the light changed, strode across the street, threading her way through a crowd of people. Her heart pounding and breath rasping, she rushed to the truck and banged the driver’s window with the palm of her hand.

Doug didn’t move so she wrenched the truck door open. Thud!! Doug tumbled out and landed in a heap at her feet.

“What are you doing?” Carrie cried. She stepped away from the body of her ex-husband and sucked in a lungful of air. Doug’s face was ghastly grey, and his blue eyes stared sightlessly. His neck twisted away at an unnatural angle.

The growl of surging traffic swallowed her screams. Carrie stumbled backward and fumbled in her bag for the phone. She struggled and then taking a deep breath, managed to make her shaking hands punch 911. 

“911. What is your emergency?”

Carrie strained to speak but her tongue felt too big for her mouth. She licked her lips and looked away from Doug and his staring eyes. No one had noticed them. People ignored one another, intent on their own business. Carrie stepped around the body and behind the open truck door.

“I, I...”

“911. What is your problem? Can you give your location?”

Carrie took a breath. “There’s a dead man. In the parking lot across from Second Cup on Whyte Avenue.” 

She ended the call and looked around. No one paid them any attention; no one saw her dead husband. As she was putting her phone away, another call came in.

“Hello,” Carrie heard the catch in her voice. 

The expressionless rasping reply?  “Get out of there. Get out. No police. You could be next. NO police.”

The caller disconnected.

Carrie put her phone away and turned her back on Doug. Still, no one looked their way. Had anyone but the menacing caller seen them? Her hands shook and she felt like throwing up. Carrie’s legs trembled and her knees threatened to give way. A few deep breaths, and she straightened up. The trembling subsided as she looked around. People rushed by focused on their own lives.

What had Doug dragged her into? She rushed to the corner and ran to her car. The voice had meant what it said. There was no help for Doug now and she had to think of her own safety. As she pulled into the traffic, she thought about her photography business and how it was starting to take off. Damn it. She had divorced Doug and wanted out of the tangle that was his life. She was ashamed of the thought, but it was just like him to create a big pile of shit for her. He’d been so charming when they met. A small-town boy, full of fun and enthusiasm. Doug Winters, a fine young man from Coldwater, Alberta.

Their marriage had begun with such optimism. Then she started to resent Doug’s friends and how he spent so much time at the bar with them. She resented that he took her for granted, showing up late or not at all. Carrie had to admit he wasn’t a bad person, just immature and irresponsible. They were always broke and she suspected he was gambling. ‘But damn it, Doug, you didn’t deserve this,’ she thought.

She headed straight for home. If she hadn’t been seen, there was no problem. However, if even one of those busy people hurrying by remembered her, she was in trouble. Doug’s murderers might suspect he had told her what he was caught up in. If the police became involved, the last nasty email and couple of texts she’d sent didn’t look good. Carrie had hoped that in this final meeting, she could convince Doug that she didn’t want anything to do with him. It was over.

The police could access Doug’s phone and computer records. Her stomach twitched. She didn’t know what he’d been into, but she was afraid of what the devices might reveal. If she could avoid the police, she would. Police and the unknown voice weren’t compatible. A horn honked. Gawd, she was going to cause an accident. Carrie swerved back into her own lane and tried not to think of Doug and all the trouble she could be in.

She parked and ran up the sidewalk. The two little dogs at the nosy old woman’s window barked frenetically. One was white and looked so cute, but it was as horrible as the black one. They were small, mixed breed, and were completely spoiled. She ignored them, hoping that Vera had already left for coffee with her gossipy friends. Carrie grabbed her phone and flung it at the sidewalk. It hit with a satisfying crack and plastic flew everywhere. She gathered the pieces to dispose of. Later today, she’d replace the phone.

As she went into the house, the flashing light on her landline demanded her attention.

She hung up her coat and dropped her purse on the floor. Nervously she approached the phone and checked the caller id. Perhaps it would be her mother, who at seventy was as sharp as ever and would keep calling until she got hold of her. 

There had been three calls. One of them was her mother. One was Doug; had he left a message? Why didn’t he call her cell? The last was Doug’s younger sister, Brandy, who hated her, and had once called her an ‘anal, arrogant cow.’ Any message from her wouldn’t be pleasant.

Carrie went into her living room without listening to the messages. Suddenly the horror of Doug’s murder hit her, and she sank onto the couch. Tears clouded her vision, and she let them fall. She and Doug were divorced but despite their animosity, there had been good times, too. Had she been fooling herself? She still had feelings for him and now he was dead. Thirty-five years old and done. Carrie hiccoughed. Her eyes would be bloodshot and puffy; soon her nose would shine red. It was time to get a grip, or she would look a complete mess. She didn’t want to think about the ominous phone call. He had warned her first so she would be cautious and follow their orders. No police.

Carrie went to the bathroom and ran cold water. The mirror confirmed her predictions. Her eyes were swollen and her nose, like a cherry. Damn it. She thought her bright blue eyes were her best feature, contrasting with her black hair. Her nose was okay, too, despite the small bump at the bridge. And yes, her lips were too thin for the present trend. She splashed her face with the frigid water and then wet a clean facecloth to apply to her eyes. 

For a moment, she stood still. She had no experience to guide her next steps. As her own boss, she could take the day off or she could call someone. Maybe...the doorbell rang.

Then it rang again, and again. Whoever it was, kept pushing the bell impatiently. 

“Hang on,” Carrie called. “I’m coming.”
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




Jesse Robbins couldn’t believe his bad luck. He’d slept in. Only for half an hour and he’d hoped it wouldn’t matter, but it had. Plus, it wasn’t the impression he wanted to make on his new boss. He groaned. Maybe he still was that kid that Colin Ramsay had given a chance. That kid who screwed up because he was spoiled, thought the rules were for others, and that the world owed him.

Hard lessons showed the truth of that, and he was afraid more were on the way. When he turned the corner into Carrie’s street, her car had been missing. All he could do was tell Ramsay he was sorry and that he had been sleeping instead of watching her house. He had no idea where she had gone early this morning.

Jesse only had time to park when Carrie drove up. She paused on the doorstep and threw her phone down. It took a moment for her to pick the pieces up and open the door. Jesse couldn’t guess where she’d been. She didn’t usually leave the house before 10:00. The Ramsay investigation’s sporadic surveillance might need stepping up. Their last interview with another client, the Kinseys hadn’t gone well.

The middle-aged couple was struggling to understand how their daughter, Alison, an A student, a community volunteer, and all-round good kid, had died of a drug overdose. The Coldwater police had investigated but they had turned nothing up. A spate of break-ins in the small town had drawn their manpower and although the file on Alison’s death was open, there had been no progress. The Kinseys had found Ramsay Investigations through the Internet and hired them to see what had happened to Alison. To find out what had led their perfect daughter to die among strangers at an Edmonton Emergency Room.

There wasn’t a lot to go on. Much of what his boss Ramsay’s investigation had turned up so far was what the parents already knew. Alison was a good student on her way to a bright future. One of her friends confessed that she was seeing someone that her parents hadn’t known about. That bit of information led Ramsay and Robbins to Doug Winters and his sister, Brandy, who had been hanging around high school parties. They had been part of the Coldwater community and knew the kids. Dealers did that or hopeless losers who thought connecting with a drunk sixteen-year-old was a conquest. Disgusting, but it happened, and Doug and Brandy had had an in.  

They, had, however, proved elusive. Once the teens had let slip that Alison was seeing someone, they became mute. As a last resort, Jesse had been assigned to watch Carrie. It might be futile, but they were able to find out that Doug was still in contact with his ex-wife. Now, Jesse had screwed up. He reached for his phone and mentally prepared for the tongue lashing he deserved.

Movement in his peripheral vision alerted him and when he turned to see what was responsible, he saw someone step from the alley and onto the sidewalk. It looked like Brandy Winters, a drab, worse for wear version. Jesse watched as she hurried past parked cars and turned up the sidewalk leading to her sister-in-law’s house. Brandy put her thumb to the doorbell and held it. She glanced about furtively but didn’t notice Jesse who had slouched down in his seat.

Lady Luck, a most fickle thing. Jesse had been cursing his ill fortune when it changed in an instant. Dumb luck, maybe, but there was Brandy Winters. He touched his phone and listened as it rang.

Ramsay picked up and Jesse babbled, “She’s going in. Right now. She came around the corner and she went into Carrie’s house. She was hiding in the alley or, or...

Jesse took a breath and listened. Then taking care, he said, “I’m sorry. It’s Brandy Winters. She just went into Carrie’s house. Her hair and her clothes are a mess, and she doesn’t look good. Carrie was out earlier, and I don’t know where. I slept in and when I got here, she was just coming home.”

*   *   *
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CARRIE TRIPPED ON HER purse and almost crashed into her front door. “Shit,” she muttered, as she straightened up. The doorbell rang again.

“Lay off the bell,” she said, opening the door. Carrie stood staring, stunned into silence. Finally, she managed, “Brandy? What in hell are you doing here?”

Her ex-sister-in-law’s Pam Anderson blond hair hung straight and lank; her make-up was smeared, and her face dirty. Her ragged Yoga suit looked like a Good Will reject and the dark circles under her eyes made her look haunted. Brandy had been crying.

Carrie steeled herself. Brandy had fooled her with performances before. She could turn the waterworks on, on command. In an instant, she could turn from sweet to demanding. Still, her despair looked authentic.

“Have you seen Doug?” Brandy asked, hiccoughing. Her voice caught on her brother’s name.

Carrie’s stomach jerked, amplifying her anxiety. As a kid, she’d thrown up from stress and now she had to tell Brandy something. She wasn’t a good liar. What did Brandy know? Carrie wondered why she’d think Doug was with her. She stared at Brandy. Was she in danger or was she bringing danger?

“No.” Carrie’s tone was sharp. “Why would I see Doug?”

Her gut flipped and her heart fluttered. She took deep breaths that whistled past her tight bronchial tubes. She blinked back tears. There was no way she wanted to tell Brandy her brother was dead.

“He said he was coming to see you. I think he’s in real trouble.”

The little dogs across the street started barking, loudly enough to be heard all over the neighborhood. That old biddy would be peering through her drapes. Wasn’t she supposed to be on a coffee meet-up with her friends?

Carrie stepped aside and pulling on Brandy’s arm, said, “Come in. You look awful; I’ll make us some coffee. Sit down.” Carrie jerked her ex-sister-in-law away from any windows. She pushed her down on the couch. 

“Wait here.”

The phone in the kitchen still flashed accusingly. Carrie wanted to throw it hard again the wall but instead, she turned her back on it. Then she remembered Brandy didn’t drink coffee; she preferred herbal teas. Her ex-sister-in-law fancied herself a new age hippy despite her vanity and penchant for clothing from trendy retailers. Carrie plugged the kettle in and found a flaccid chamomile tea bag in the junk drawer.

When she checked on Brandy, she was sitting where Carrie had left her, staring at the wall. She wasn’t examining her gel nails, tossing her mane of blond hair, or adjusting her jewelry. Brandy looked pathetic. Carrie snorted. It had to be one of her former sister-in-law's more interesting acts, but Carrie’s main interest was in what Brandy knew. Carrie’s life had been threatened, and she had no idea who was behind it.

The doorbell buzzed again. and she jumped. ‘Who in the world can that be?’ she thought. She was tempted to ignore whoever it was until she saw the tailored suit coat. Guilt made her jump to the conclusion that someone had seen her with Doug this morning and now there was a detective standing on her step.

Carrie went to the door.

The detective asked, “Carrie Winters?” He waited impatiently as she hesitated. 

“I go by Bishop, now,” she said, looking into his icy eyes.

Carrie made no move to invite him in. Sweat collected in her armpits and trickled down her sides. She tried to control the reaction, hoping the detective couldn’t smell her fear.

“May I come in?” he asked, edging around her shoulder.

Carrie stepped aside and the detective brushed past. She followed and said, “Turn right into the kitchen.” The kettle whistled, Carrie made the tea and carried the mug to the kitchen table and sat down. Why complicate things? Brandy didn’t look like someone who’d come by for a casual visit and maybe the detective would leave when she didn’t tell him anything.

“Tea?” she asked.

“Colin Ramsay,” he said, holding out his hand. “No thanks to the tea. I just want to ask you a few questions.”

Carrie’s stomach turned over. Blood pounded in her ears and her mouth was dry. She couldn’t think of what to say. ‘No, I’m not answering any questions. Now, please leave.’ Maybe if she drank some of the tea.

Carrie ignored his hand and sipped tea. The hot liquid burned her tongue, and she gagged. 

The detective waited and she could feel his dark, blue eyes staring. 

He wasn’t going to leave so Carrie mumbled. “Sure. Ask away.”

Gawd. What a stupid thing to say. She didn’t want to answer questions, and she was terrified that he’d see through any lies she told. She couldn’t tell him the truth.

‘NO police,’ echoed in her mind.

“I’d like to speak with your sister-in-law, Brandy,” he said.

“Brandy? I haven’t seen her in weeks.”

“I know she’s here. C’mon, Ms. Bishop. My partner saw her come in. Don’t make this hard on yourself.”

The detective towered over Carrie. She was 5’6” tall so his 6’2” was a definite advantage. He might not have meant to be, but the man was intimidating.

Carrie sighed and got up. “This way,” she said, leading him to the front room.

“Brandy,” she said. “This is...” Her voice trailed off. “She was sitting right here.” 

The front room was empty. Brandy had disappeared.

“Is this some kind of joke?” Ramsay demanded.

“No, no,” Carrie said, confused. “She was here on the couch. Maybe she’s in the bathroom. Brandy, Brandy??” Carrie waited but there was no reply, only the low hum of the furnace fan cutting in.

“Let’s check the bathroom, shall we?” said Ramsay.

Carrie led him to the bathroom. The door was open, and the room was empty. He followed her down the hall to the back entry.

“She’s gone out to the alley,” Carrie said. “This door was locked and now it isn’t.”

Ramsay opened the backdoor and stepped onto the deck. A cold wind sent dead leaves skittering down the walk. The yard was empty, and the back gate hung slightly open. Brandy had escaped.

A television detective would have run down and vaulted the fence. Ramsay didn’t. He did scan the yard. Then he spent some time looking down the alley and at the nearby fences. Except for the trees swathed in cotton cobwebs, everything was normal.

Ramsay frowned. Then he reached into his pocket and took out his vibrating cell. He answered with a brusque, “Hello.”

After a minute, he said, “Yeah, she’s not here. The sister-in-law is.” Another pause as he listened. “No, no. She doesn’t know anything. Okay. Thanks, Jesse.”

Carrie hurried to the front room to buy a little time. Her stomach lurched. What a mess.

Ramsay suspected she knew more than she was letting on. She knew Doug was dead and the thought made her want to puke. That might work as a distraction because she knew guilt was written on her face. And the fear. Doug’s murderers could come for her. She hadn’t called police, but Ramsay was here.

“Ms. Bishop, may I call you Carrie?” Without waiting for her to answer, Ramsay continued. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. Maybe you should sit down.”

There was no need to tell her to sit. Carrie sank into the couch as he spoke.

Ramsay sat in the chair to her left and said, “Brandy Winters is a person of interest in a drug investigation. We really need to talk to her.”

Carrie gasped. This wasn’t what she expected, and she didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. She didn’t have much of a relationship with Brandy when she and Doug were together. They had had a photo shoot, but it had turned out badly. Brandy had taken advantage of her good nature and had wanted a portfolio for her “acting” career, or a part in a music video, or modelling chances. Carrie had done her best, but Brandy hadn’t been satisfied.

“Why was Brandy here?”

Carrie shook her head. “I have no idea. We were never close. She...she’s kind of a bimbo.” Ah, shit. She wanted to take that back as Ramsay raised an eyebrow. He didn’t comment.

“If you hear from her again, call me immediately,” he said, handing her his card. “My home number is on the back. This is important.” Ramsay made eye contact and held it. Carrie looked away.

“I will,” she said. “Yeah, I will.”

Ramsay got up. “I’ll show myself out,” he said. He was done with Carrie.
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Chapter Three
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Vera could hardly contain herself. First there had been Doug and then the toughs in the truck watching Carrie and now there was all kinds of action. Her little dogs sat on the chair with her, whining softly. It was time for their walk, but Vera wouldn’t leave, in case she missed something.

Carrie had driven away early, around 7:00. Vera wouldn’t have noticed except she’d spent a restless few hours trying to get a good sleep and had then given up. When she first looked out, Carrie had just pulled away from the curb. Unusual. Most days, there was no ‘action’ across the street until mid-morning.

When she came back to her chair with toast and coffee, nothing was going on. Still, she decided to wait a bit and see if she could figure out what Carrie had been doing. It wasn’t long before she saw the little blue Toyota come back and Carrie go to her door. That wasn’t all. A blue Jeep drove up and parked down the block. Then Carrie dropped her phone and stamped on it, in a temper. She picked up the pieces and went into her house.

Vera drank a bit of coffee but set it down quickly when she saw Brandy Winters behind a hedge. She was a sight and Vera wondered if she’d been partying all night. Brandy acted suspicious and when she went up to Carrie’s door, she laid on the doorbell. Carrie did let her in.

The Jeep pulled out from the curb and drove away, faster than Vera thought was necessary. A few minutes later, a late model Ford Taurus drove up and an official looking man got out.

“O, doggies, look,” said Vera. “I think Carrie is about to have a visit from the police.”

She leaned closer to the window but all she saw was the man ringing the doorbell. Carrie answered and let the man in.

Then nothing. Vera sighed. She thought she should get ready and walk her dogs. They were used to a daily outing and were better behaved because of it. Then she saw Brandy run around the side of Carrie’s house and across the street. Vera wouldn’t have thought the girl could move so fast. Brandy dashed across the lawn of the house next door and was gone. Vera went to the backdoor and let the dogs out and as they ran to the back gate, Brandy opened a shed down the alley and vanished inside.

*   *   *
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RAMSAY GOT INTO THE Taurus. It could use a wash, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen. He’d chosen the car for its unremarkable appearance. A private investigator didn’t want to draw attention to himself.

He started the car and circled the neighbourhood a couple of times. He drove up and down alleys and along quiet residential streets. There were a lot of spooky attractions. Crime scene tape delineated yards, hands clawed to escape burial, and one skeleton rose from his grave. Orange garbage bags stuffed with leaves were jack-o-lanterns. Mature trees and hedges made his task more difficult. Locating Brandy amid it all was impossible. After a fruitless half hour, Ramsay gave up. She could be crouched down behind a hedge or hiding behind a rain barrel. Brandy could wait him out.

Ramsay gave up and drove to his favourite diner on 99th street. It didn’t look like much with its worn stucco and faded sign, but the Koffee Klatch and its owner Clarence sold the best bagels and pastries in town. No production line could duplicate his melt-in-your-mouth treats. The coffee was always fresh and an unusual blend that tickled the tastebuds. 

Colin Ramsay was almost forty years old but experiences he couldn’t forget had carved their mark on his face and made him look older. Even so, it was a good-looking face with regular features and piercing blue eyes. His mouth was thin as though he was too tired to smile and the darkness under his eyes spoke of sleepless nights. His brown hair had begun greying at the temples.

“Ramsay, about time you dropped in.” Clarence beamed in delight. “Keeping busy?” It was a standing joke and Clarence never failed to ask it.

“Busy as a two-peckered owl in a pissing contest.” Ramsay’s standard reply didn’t make sense but neither of them cared. It was the easy banter of two men who enjoyed each other’s company.

“Don’t s’pose you can talk about it?” said Clarence, as he placed the hot coffee and bagel that was Ramsay’s customary order in front of him.

“Nope. I’m looking into a little something but that’s all right now.”

“Well, we can talk hockey. What are the chances the Oilers make the playoffs?” The men spent the next few minutes arguing about “their” team’s chances this season. They’d got their new arena; now they needed the Stanley Cup to go with it. When Clarence had to leave and serve his next clients, Ramsay took out his phone. He’d turned it on to record when he’d questioned Carrie. He wanted to listen to the interview again.

He wasn’t a cop, but he was a good private investigator. He could remember the few things she’d said, but he wanted to listen for tone and those little hesitations that indicated lying or hiding information. Words could say one thing and patterns of speech another.

Carrie had seemed a nice enough person, mid-thirties, and genuinely surprised to find out her ex-sister-in-law might be dealing drugs. ‘You can’t always tell, though,’ he thought. Sometimes the people that seemed most trustworthy were the best liars. He didn’t think Carrie was lying outright but there was something she wasn’t telling.

She was scared. Her dark eyes had darted around, never meeting his for more than a second. She fiddled with her short, black hair, alternately tucking it behind an ear and drawing it forward nearer her cheek. Maybe it was him. He intimidated people with his serious attitude. Ramsay listened to the recording again. Then he sighed. It didn’t reveal much.

Jesse had seen Brandy go into Carrie’s house and had stayed to make sure she didn’t leave. Carrie had led him to the kitchen and while they were there, Brandy made her escape. In Carrie’s defence, she didn’t know who he was or what he wanted. 

Colin took out his small notebook and wrote Carrie Bishop in block letters at the top of the page. He knew a lot of people used their phones or other devices, but he liked the notebooks. He could misplace them, but they survived water and power surges. As he wrote number one below the heading, his phone rang.

The call display announced Jesse. He wondered if he’d made a mistake in hiring him and other times, he was glad to have someone to bounce ideas from and to take on some of the more boring chores. Jesse was young and enthusiastic; it compensated for a lot of faults.

“Yeah,” he said and gave his full attention to what Jesse was saying.

“But you can’t be sure?” Ramsay asked. Then he said, “Okay. Well, that puts this morning in a whole different light.” He disconnected.

Jesse did have his talents, even if one of them was blind luck. On his way back to the office, he’d noticed the crime scene tape, police cruisers, and emergency vehicles on Whyte Avenue. He’d stopped and joined the crowd gawking. The report of a body and foul play spread quickly. Jesse was sure Doug Winters had met an abrupt end. He caught a glimpse of bright red hair and the face as the body was loaded into the ambulance. He’d called Ramsay immediately.

Ramsay put his notebook away. Did Carrie know her ex-husband was dead? Maybe, but how? He left money to cover his bill and went out. He wanted to drive by the crime scene and talk to Jesse directly.
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Chapter Four
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Carrie sank into the couch, but she couldn’t settle. She got up and took Brandy’s mug to the kitchen. The chamomile tea swirled as it went down the drain and Carrie turned to check her messages. She couldn’t avoid them indefinitely.

Message One: “Carrie, it’s your mother. When are you going to help me take that bag of clothes to Good Will?” That was it. Carrie deleted it and went to the next one.

Message Two: “Be careful, Carrie. I’m so...” The recording was interrupted by a horrifying thud followed by the distant sound of traffic. Carrie sank to the floor. These were Doug’s last words. In his final breaths, he’d tried to warn her of danger. Tears stung her eyes. She and Doug had had their differences, irreconcilable differences but she didn’t hate him. Their seven years together had included good times and fond memories. The last thing she wanted was the guilt that came with knowing he’d been trying to protect her just before he died. Just before he died, when she had been criticizing and mentally chastising him. Carrie sniffed. She hated crying so she struggled to calm herself.

Message Three: Carrie was tempted to erase it without listening, but Brandy had looked awful, and she could be in real trouble. The police wanted to question her so reluctantly, Carrie clicked to hear what her ex-sister-in-law had to say.

“Omigod, Carrie. If you’re there, pick up. Please, pick up. I didn’t mean to...” The recording was interrupted.

She didn’t mean to what? Carrie felt the beginning of anger. The Winters were trouble and now she had two enigmatic messages that she should report to the police. That would put Carrie, herself, in danger. She played with the short hair at her temple. There was no one she could turn to, no one to help her evaluate the risk in ignoring the threats. The decision was hers, all hers.

Carrie finished making the coffee and set it to brew. She needed to think, and caffeine might get the neurons firing. In minutes, the kitchen was filled with the robust aroma of fresh coffee. Carrie knew her actions so far this morning didn’t look good. If anyone had seen her at Doug’s truck, if the police found Brandy, if the police discovered messages from both Brandy and Doug, it was suspicious. Carrie mulled her options as she poured a mug of coffee. She sat at the kitchen table and tried to decide what to do.

One option was to carry on as though nothing had happened. Occam’s razor- choose the simplest solution. Carrie decided to get on with the day, so she went to check her schedule. Cancelling everything would look odd. When she thought about it, all the police knew was that she’d had an early morning visit from Brandy. They were interested in Brandy, and she had Doug’s murderers to worry about.

In the room that had been the den but was now her office, Carrie turned on her laptop. She waited as the little hourglass spun. A new computer would make things easier but there wasn’t the cash for that just now. Even though she’d paid $100 and taken the computer in to have it “cleaned”, there was no noticeable improvement in its performance.

Finally, the screen came up and she clicked on her calendar. There it was, the sitting with Barbara Clements at 2:00 o’clock for the October pictures. The client wanted to create a calendar or scrapbook of her dogs. Carrie couldn`t remember the details but she was confident she could get good photos for Barbara. 

Carrie was delighted to have a sitting, especially with a new client because her business was just starting to show a profit. Every opportunity was important. and she hoped she could concentrate on the shoot. When Doug left, she was free to pursue her dream of operating a photography studio. A small inheritance from her Aunt Dorothy had allowed her to quit the job at the bank. If she was prudent, she could pay her bills.

Even though Carrie was tempted, she couldn’t postpone the sitting. Reputation was everything and Carrie was determined not to compromise her business’s. She closed the schedule and ignored the impulse to check her email. Instead, she inspected her equipment, cameras, tripod, and lenses. She tested battery levels and threw in a couple of new memory cards. Doug and Brandy were not going to destroy her chances. Gawd, poor Doug. She couldn’t bring him back and past efforts to help Brandy had failed. Carrie gave herself a mental shake. She could do this.

The phone rang and an unfamiliar number popped up on the call display.

“Hello,” Carrie said, “Hello?”

“Stay away from the police.” The voice was hollow and disguised. “No police.” Carrie should have hung up, but she was shocked and continued to listen as heavy menacing breaths filled the air. ‘O, no,’ she thought. The thugs had been watching her, and they’d seen the detective’s visit. Her stomach clenched. Then she realized they couldn’t have or they’d have seen Brandy, too.

Carrie took a few deep breaths and disconnected. Her heart thumped and her stomach twisted. She shouldn’t have answered an unknown number. There had been a rash of crank calls that fall; women were targeted by a stranger muttering obscenities. Carrie had been sure that she’d have shouted “F-—off,” and smashed the receiver down hard enough to break the pervert’s ear drum. Brave talk. She didn’t know how she’d react when she was caught off guard and the shock of finding Doug was never far from her mind.

The last call had made it crystal clear. If she contacted the police, she would die. Carrie would have to live with the knowledge that she had found Doug’s body, that Brandy had visited her, and that both of them had left phone messages. 

Carrie took a deep breath and decided to try and stop thinking about the Winters and Doug’s murder. She had a job to do, and she was determined to do her best for Barbara Clements. It was close to noon, so Carrie knew she needed to load the car and grab a burger. It was best to make sure she had time to set up her equipment just the way she liked.

An A and W burger seemed the best choice. It was close by, and she could use the drive-through. She wanted to avoid a growling stomach while she took her pictures. The burger was fresh, but all Carrie could manage to eat was half. She chucked the second half and stopped to check Barbara’s address. It was in an old elegant part of town and paying attention to her driving helped Carrie forget the morning. Still, she was cautious and kept checking her mirrors, rear and side view. For an instant, she thought she might be being followed. The black SUV had been behind her for blocks, but then it turned right, and she put it out of her mind.

Despite her anxiety, the lovely neighbourhood Barbara lived in gave Carrie a chance to dream a little. A successful sitting today might mean recommendations to Barbara’s well-off friends. She imagined a full schedule of sessions with clients willing to pay top dollar and a secure future for her business.

Barbara’s home was an imposing two-storey, stucco building that sat well back among mountain ash and spruce trees. Stone steps led up the front lawn and were bordered by tasteful shrubs and perennials. At the end of October, the scent of spicy decay characterized fall as vegetation anticipated winter. Dry leaves skittered across the grass and overhead bare branches rasped against each other. The chill in the air reminded Carrie that winter was close. A black SUV with tinted windows travelled close behind but she barely noticed it. Her mind was on how to best please Barbara Clements.

When Carrie rang the doorbell, she triggered a medley of coyote-like barks and yips. The door opened and she was almost knocked over by a pair of rambunctious Jack Russell terriers, one black and white, one red and white. They hurled themselves at her and hit her mid-thigh. She staggered, slightly off-balance.

“Oh, Chloe. Oh, Molly. Calm down...enough. That’s enough.” The terriers needed the Dog Whisperer on steroids. They ignored their hapless owner and tore off into the interior of the house, their claws and feet drumming against the beautiful maple floors. Carrie winced.
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