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Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of true education.

—Martin Luther King, Jr.

 

Kill one man, and you are a murderer. Kill millions of men, and you are a conqueror. Kill them all, and you are a god.

—Jean Rostand, Thoughts of a Biologist


Chapter 1

SUNDAY

Even if the terrorists don't win, they can make your life an icy hell.

My name is Hope Sze. Last month, I was one of two Montreal doctors taken hostage by a domestic terrorist/killer/idiot on an obstetrics ward, along with a woman in labour.

I survived "in body, although considerably rumpled up in spirit," as Anne of Green Gables put it. Unlike that spunky, fictional heroine, I felt paralyzed.

I couldn't even step out of my own car and into the mid-December darkness.

An ambulance siren wailed in the distance. I'd parked my Ford Focus a kilometre away from my destination, the Ottawa Health Science Centre's stem cell lab. The hospital's white on blue H lit up the inky sky.

Most houses had switched on their Christmas lights and activated their blown-up Homer Simpsons in Santa outfits, so I gazed at the deserted park to my right. I was more in the mood for empty swing sets covered in softly falling snow. Around the block, behind me, police had set up a stop to catch drunk drivers at the relatively ridiculous hour of 9:35 p.m.

I should have felt safe. I didn't, but I should have.

Fog built up on my windshield as I forced myself to inhale and exhale slowly, as per the instructions from my PTSD therapist.

Seeeeeeee the snowflakes dissolve as they hit my windshield. Feeeeeeeeel the cool air on my face. Heeeeeear my phone buzz with a new texxxxxxt.

Where are you?

Ryan Wu. One of the loves of my life.

My heart pounded in my throat. Only a few people in the world still made me feel something, and one of them was texting me right now.

I pulled off my mittens and picked up my iPhone. Parked near the stem cell lab.

He answered right away. Are you on Lindsay Lane?

No, first right around the park. RIDE program. Reducing Impaired Driving Everywhere was laudable, but I didn't need a Breathalyzer.

Wait for me. I'll walk with you.

I exhaled and shook my head. Security probably wouldn't let him inside the lab. Well, I couldn't blame him for playing bodyguard, although if I'd known he was coming, I would've worn my contact lenses instead of my glasses.

I flicked on my lights to make it easy for Ryan to find me. He's an engineer. Bankable and bangable. Once upon a time, Ryan and I had made out for hours in his parents' Honda, steaming up the windows like this. That was before we'd broken up and I'd fallen in love with another guy, Dr. John Tucker, in addition to Ryan. Because my life just wasn't complicated enough.

Breeeathe.

A car drew into a space on the opposite side of the road. Ryan's black Nissan Sentra? I couldn't tell. Too far away from the street lamp.

My breath hitched. I locked my doors.

The driver moved like Ryan, with a long and easy stride, but he was snapping a leash on a dog.

I scrunched down in my seat. Ryan doesn't have a dog. His parents, like a lot of Chinese immigrants, don't care for canines. Dogs bark, they pee, they poop, they make for expensive vet bills. My Taiwanese-born dad likes dogs, but my mom fits the stereotype better, so we've never had one, either.

The man shielded his eyes from my headlights, shadowing his face. Closer up, he looked even more like Ryan. Those hips. That runner's build, even hidden under a black parka.

Were there more than two guys in the world who could give me supraventricular tachycardia from ten feet away?

The man raised his hand in greeting.

I cracked my door open without turning off the headlights. The car screeched in protest. "Ryan?"

"Hope," he said. The dog pounced on Ryan's legs with its muddy front paws.

Ugh. I didn't like surprises any more. But closer up, the dog looked more like a puppy, with floppy ears and brown apostrophe-like markings around the eyes. I got out and locked my door. "Who's this monster?"

Ryan grinned. "Her name's Roxy. My friend Rachel got her as a foster dog."

Rachel. He never talked about a Rachel before. And wasn't that too cute for words—Ryan and Rachel and Roxy. They all matched.

I tried to swallow down the acid and breeeeeeathe. Ryan was here with meeeeeee.

Plus, it's harder to hiss when a puppy sneezes on you. I reached out to pet her head.

"You're supposed to let her sniff you and decide if she wants to let you touch her first," said Ryan.

I pulled off my mitten. Roxy licked the back of my hand. I laughed, and Ryan's teeth lit up the gloom as he grinned. "That's the first thing she did to me, too. I knew she'd cheer you up."

"How old is she?"

"A year next month. She's a Rottweiler shepherd mix."

"A Rottweiler?" I snatched my hand away.

Roxy woofed and wagged her long, black, elegantly-plumed tail at me.

"They were originally working and family dogs. Roxy's cool. I wouldn't have brought her otherwise."

I touched the silky fur on her ears. She nudged her head against my hand, searching for more rubs.

I laughed, and so did Ryan. He and I leaned together to pet her, our breath mingling in the cool air.

Then I raised my chin to look at him. We rapped heads, and I said "Ow!"

Ryan touched my forehead with his bare fingertips. "You okay?" I nodded. "You?"

He smiled, and I blushed, which embarrassed me.

Our fingers entwined in the soft fur between Roxy's ears. Ryan's eyes turned serious, watching me as his head bent toward mine. He was going to kiss me.

I felt numb, and not only because my naked hand was starting to cool off between Roxy-licks.

Ryan kissed the tip of my nose, just once and lightly, like an exclamation point.

I laughed. My heart started beating again. Ryan dropped back to pet Roxy, smiling a little.

I petted Roxy, too, before I reminded him, "I wanted to check the lab. I need to get the lay of the land tonight, so I don't mess up on my first day." I left nothing to chance anymore.

But first, I grabbed Ryan's face, one hand on each cheek, Hollywood-style, and kissed him hard, on his warm, full lips. If I died in the next five minutes, I wanted to go out knowing that I'd kissed one of the men I loved.

Ryan kissed me back so deep and so long that Roxy started trying to edge between us.

We both laughed. I said, against his chest, "How long are you keeping this dog?"

"Until Rachel picks her up tonight. But I kind of like her." Ryan patted Roxy's head, and I admitted, "I like her, too."

I pulled my mittens out of my pockets and aimed my body north, cutting through the park toward the Ottawa Health Science Centre's Central Campus.

Parks are creepy at night. The blue plastic slide could be hiding a marijuana stash, if not a guy with a knife. Ottawa has gangs and shootings and hate crimes now. So I was slightly relieved when Roxy barked and Ryan fell into place beside me, our boots crunching together in the icy grass and snow. He pointed east. "Don't you want to take the road?"

I shook my head. I avoided people as much as possible now. I'd rather walk past the empty climbing wall and kid-free jungle gym.

"This isn't a trail, Hope. They don't clear it in the winter."

"Okay. If I get stuck, I'll take the road."

Ryan sighed. "You can't cut through to Lindsay Lane. There's a ditch between the tree line and the sidewalk that won't be frozen yet. And did you hear about the Muslim woman in Vanier who got jumped from behind while picking up her kids from school?"

"No, and thanks for telling me. I've got back up." I pointed south east, through the sparse screen of trees, at the RIDE police cruiser.

Ryan shook his head, but he and Roxy followed me into the park. Another siren whooped in the distance, setting my teeth on edge.

As a medical student, I'd loved the sound of ambulances bringing me traumas and other fun cases to play with. That felt like forever ago, but had only been last year.

Roxy drifted from side to side, testing the limits of her leash, before she sniffed a lump of snow with great interest. I glanced at the houses along the west edge of the park. A TV screen's lights flickered behind some horizontal blinds.

My boots sank in the overgrown, dead grass and the few centimetres of snow before I paused at the foot of a barely-iced pond now blocking our path.

Municipal money didn't stretch to maintaining off-road paths in winter. I couldn't tromp around the lab with half-frozen, muddy feet.

When I turned to admit defeat to Ryan, Roxy broke away from him, jerking her leash out of his hand.

Ryan swore.

Roxy barrelled east, toward Lindsay Lane.

Towards traffic. And drivers who might not see a black dog at night.

We both ran toward her, screaming, "Roxy! Roxy!"

I skidded on the snow. My right ankle turned over. I wobbled, pain knifing through my lateral foot.

Ryan spun around to catch me, but I was already righting myself— obviously a sprain, not a break—and yelling, "Get Roxy!"

He broke into a sprint. Even as I hobbled after him, yelling at our borrowed dog, I marvelled at the way Ryan cut through the trees, never missing a step, despite the darkness and the uneven, slippery ground.

I stumbled after Ryan. Tree shadows fell on me, but so did the street lamps and a bit of moonlight, so I concentrated on tracking Ryan, who had almost caught up to Roxy.

She wagged her tail, picking her way into the ditch bordering Lindsay Lane.

Ryan scooped up her leash, but his back stiffened so abruptly, I rushed to his side, gasping, "What?" as cars whooshed on the road a few feet above us.

He pointed at Roxy.

She was sniffing something that looked awfully like a dead human body.

A body with a black bag over its head.


Chapter 2

The body wore a shiny, new, navy ski jacket. It lay crumpled on its left side, its black-jeaned legs slightly bent, and one arm rolled up underneath it, while the other arm hung forward, half-blocking the chest. Its skimpy black gloves and beat-up Converses didn't look like much protection against the snow.

But of course, the most shocking thing was the black bag over its head.

Ryan stood frozen. His breath spun into the air, making white clouds in the night.

Roxy bent her head, tipping her floppy ears forward. Her nostrils flared and glistened under the dim light of the street lamp.

"Let me check it while you call 911," I said to Ryan. Before I finished speaking, he pulled his phone out of his pocket. With the other hand, he reeled Roxy's leash in tight to his body. He yanked off his left glove so he could work the buttons while watching the body.

If this was a crime scene, I shouldn't touch anything, including the bag taped around its neck.

But I was a medical doctor.

Okay, a resident doctor. But still. My job was to make sure he was alive.

And if he wasn't, my job was to bring him back.

There's a saying in medicine, "They're not dead until they're warm and dead."

Snow meant zero degrees Celsius or lower. This man was definitely not warm and dead.

I swallowed hard.

I had to do my job.

If only I could do my job with gloves and a face mask.

I crouched low. "Hello?" I raised my voice to be heard above the traffic, including the stuttering roar of a helicopter. Normally, I'd shake him, or do a sternal rub, but I didn't want to touch the body.

More snowflakes landed on the jacket.

The bag didn't flutter with the man's breathing. No airway. No breathing.

"Hope, he's—" Ryan didn't want to say it, but we both knew he was thinking the D word. Not Disability, but Death. "Don't touch it, Hope." If only I had an ultrasound machine to do a sono pulse check, looking for a beating heart, instead of going skin to skin. "Just the radial artery," I said. I reached for the closest arm, the right arm, sheathed in the painfully new ski jacket.

The wind carried Ryan's words toward me as he spoke on the phone. "Ambulance. But maybe police. We found someone with a bag over his head. He's not moving. He looks … gone."

I touched the man's sleeve first, through my mitten. His arm felt firm, even with that light touch, and it belatedly occurred to me that I didn't have to check for a pulse if the man had rigor mortis.

The arm did move, but only a few centimetres before I'd have to apply greater pressure. Yet it didn't feel locked-in, like I imagined rigor mortis would.

Was I feeling rigor mortis, or one very cold person?

I didn't trust my numb hands to undo the black tape around his neck, and surely there might be fingerprints or hair trapped in the tape that constituted police evidence, if this was a homicide.

I yanked off my mittens and used my nails to lift a bit of the right sleeve and expose the skin. In the dim light, I couldn't detect bruising or obvious lacerations on his dark brown wrist.

Since I didn't have any open cuts or sores either, it was probably safe to touch him bare-skinned.

Ryan was giving directions. "We're near the corner of Lindsay and Bullock. Yes, south of the hospital. My girlfriend is a resident doctor in Montreal. She's checking for a pulse."

I slid my hand inside the radial styloid, pressing hard to compress the artery against the bone and maximize any pulse.

His skin felt slightly cooler than mine, but not icy. Faintly warm. No pulse.

The radial pulse is the first to go. Unless you've got a blood pressure of at least 80 millimetres of mercury, the body shuts down circulation to the arms.

The blue lights of a police cruiser raced up Lindsay Lane toward us, its siren splitting the air.

"Ryan," I hollered, above the din, "there's no radial pulse."

Roxy barked twice and jumped onto her back legs. I sucked my breath in. Nice dog, but she was still a Rottweiler who wanted to snack on a dead body, as far as I was concerned.

"No radial pulse. That's right, no radial pulse," Ryan yelled into his phone while winding Roxy back into place beside him.

"I'll have to open that bag over his face!"

"What?" Ryan frowned at me, trying to triangulate between 911, Roxy's antics, and my voice.

I enunciated short, hard sentences. "The bag over his head. He can't breathe. Do they want me to rip it open?"

Ryan's eyes were so wide, I could see the whites glowing under the street light. "What? No, Hope, he's dead. I think they want you to leave it for the police!"

I was already reaching for the bag, bracing myself for whatever sick smell that would balloon out at me as I tore it. "Just ask them. He's still warm."

"Uh, my girlfriend, the doctor, she's worried about the bag over the head. Do you want her to take it off?" He shook his head. "Yeah, he looks dead, and he has no pulse, but he's still warm … yes, I'll hold." He glared at me. "Hang on a second."

I nodded. In the ER, the staff and I could make the decision, but not in the field, at what could be a crime scene, with the police car screeching to a halt on the other side of the street.

I stood up, and my vision started to blacken at the edges. I hadn't eaten much today. Too busy packing and driving from Montreal through the snow. I blinked, waiting for my vision to come back. I'd never fainted in my life. I had no intention of doing so over a corpse.

"Hope, they said not to touch the bag. Hope? Are you okay?"

"Fine," I said, too loudly. My vision was starting to clear. "I'll do CPR."

I donned my mittens to nudge the body onto his back. He wanted to stay curled up. Ryan had to hold down the shoulder while I twisted the hips flat on the ground.

I dropped to my knees, stacked my hands on top of each other, and extended my arms to begin CPR. The new Advanced Cardiac Life Support algorithm is all about CPR. Get that blood pumping. Even if he's hypoxic with a bag over his head.

His ribs cracked under my first compression.

I've never broken anyone's ribs during CPR. It's one of the risks of resuscitation, but it's never happened to me.

I could be puncturing his lungs with the jagged ends of his own ribs, on every compression.

I swore.

"Over here!" Ryan's cry pierced the night air. Roxy barked ferociously as a police officer bolted across the road toward us.

Another siren whooped.

The first police officer yelled on his radio while I continued compressions, gritting my teeth.

Roxy barked and leapt in response. Ryan had to beat a retreat, holding her back.

A second officer sprinted to my side and took over CPR while I checked for a pulse in the wrist. It was strong, thanks to his efforts.

"Good compressions. Can I take off the bag?" I pointed at the garbage bag.

Sweat trickled down the side of the CPR officer's face as he pounded the man's chest. He shook his head and glanced at the officer on his radio, possibly for a second opinion, before turning back to his compressions.

Two more officers crunched through the snow toward us, already calling on their radios for more back up, but I was most relieved when an ambulance jerked to a halt on Lindsay Lane.

Paramedics hustled to the scene with a stretcher, a kit, and a monitor. One of them sliced open the head bag with scissors, reminding me that it's better to ask for forgiveness than permission.

The sour smell of vomit hit the air. I held my breath while the other paramedic cut open the jacket to apply electrodes to the man's chest. Yes, it did look like a man. No breasts.

The CPR officer was gasping, so I said, "Do you want to switch off?" He nodded, and I signalled another officer, who ran in, dropped to his knees, and started compressions so enthusiastic that the man's slim, dark brown-skinned chest indented with each one.

We paused for a second to check the rhythm: an occasional narrow QRS complex at 30 beats per minute. No pulse.

Hypothermia is one of the causes of pulseless electrical activity.

So is hypoxia.

"Restart CPR! And I can get an airway in!" I called, moving to the head, but the airway guy was already on his stomach, shoving what I assumed was a laryngeal mask airway or a Combitube into the man's mouth. It was hard to see what was going on, in the dark, with everyone shouting on their radios, and Roxy still barking up a frenzy.

"Got it!" called the airway guy.

"Great. Let's get him warm and oxygenated. Can you get a sat?" I turned to stare at the yellow tracing on the monitor, which spiked with every compression. No oxygen saturation.

"It's not picking up, but the CO2 detector is yellow."

"Good job! Give him an amp of Epi!" I said. We had airway and we were providing primitive breathing and circulation. Epi is controversial in hypothermia, but you can give one dose.

"Let's load him up and protect his C-spine," said the second paramedic. I helped lift the legs on to the stretcher while they managed to get a cervical spine collar on him and some padding on either side of his head. A third officer took over CPR.

"I can take over compressions," I told the CPR police officer, even though I've never done them while jogging along beside a stretcher, but he shook his head.

The patient's belly looked distended. I opened my mouth to mention a nasogastric tube, when they had the chance, but a female police officer took my arm and said, "We have some questions for you. Could you come to the station with us?"


Chapter 3

"Where were you, before you found the body?" asked the female police officer.

I blinked before answering. I wasn't crazy about how they'd split me and Ryan up to question us at the police station.

But I was raised to answer police officers, and two of them sat in front of me, in this small, white-walled, table-free room.

It was hard to resist looking at the ceiling-mounted camera, after giving them permission to film me, but they'd instructed me to treat this as a normal conversation. I glanced at the male before turning back to the female officer. "I was driving to Ottawa from Montreal. That's where I'm living as a resident doctor." Should I explain that they used to call us interns? No, maybe not. "I'm staying with my parents in Orleans. It was snowing, so I didn't take any detours."

"What time did you leave Montreal?" said the woman. The bronze badge on the right side of her chest, gleaming against her black uniform, said E. Edwards.

E. Edwards seemed awfully interested in my whereabouts today. The hairs tingled on the back of my neck.

I stared at E. Edwards, then at the man. They both met my gaze, unblinking. The man smiled a little, as if to put me at ease. E. Edwards did not.

They were both white, probably in their thirties. The woman had wrapped her dark hair in a neat bun. The man, R. Antunes, had opted for a brown buzz cut. The metal police badge on the left side of their chests and the fabric Ottawa police badges on their arms were unstained. I noticed a billy club hanging on their hips, and I'm sure they had guns or Tasers, but they had so many things hanging on their belts, it was hard to identify each item without seeming to gawk at their crotches.

At a glance, they both looked pretty fit. No doughnut police jokes here. Neither of them needed glasses, so they continued to stare back at me, unfiltered. Her eyes were blue and his were brown.

"Do you think I had something to do with the body?" I asked. I crossed my arms in front of my chest. They wouldn't be able to see the goose bumps under my long-sleeved, cobalt blue shirt, although I suddenly wished I had a sweater.

"We're looking for information, Hope. That's all," said the man.

I didn't like the way he said my name. Maybe I should tell him to call me Dr. Sze.

"You understand why we need that information, right, Dr. Sze?" said the woman.

Somehow, she'd picked up on the fact that I didn't like them using my first name. That was both impressive and dangerous.

I licked my lips. They felt cracked under my tongue. My lips got dry in the winter, and I hadn't had any water since I'd left my car. "I understand that you need information, but I'm wondering if Ryan and I should have a lawyer present," I said.

I glanced around the room. No table, no carafe of water, only chairs and the omnipresent eye of the video camera. I couldn't stand hunger and thirst. Not since I'd been trapped in a foodless room with the possibility of a bullet through the brain. But I didn't want to request any favours from the police. Especially when I'd asked for a lawyer.

"That's your choice, of course, Dr. Sze. I can't give you legal advice," said the woman.

"We're only asking some questions, Hope," said the man. "Would you like some water?"

It was like they could read my mind, but of course they couldn't. My lips were flaking and peeling under their scrutiny. Plus, I know that I broadcast every thought across my face. I lie as well as a two-year-old. So even though I didn't answer, the man nodded and left the room.

Montreal police had saved my skin more times than I cared to count. But I was starting to recognize that I'd changed cities, and even changed provinces. These cops wore black uniforms instead of baby blue. They didn't know that I was the "detective doctor," unless they read the newspaper. They had no idea who I was.

The man returned with a plastic cup, and I sipped the tepid water, trying not to grimace. Both of them had placed their hands on the table, probably thinking that it made them look more open and showed that they didn't have any weapons, but really made me think, What big hands you have, officers.

"I want to know that Ryan's okay," I said.

"He's fine," said the man. It was possible he could've gotten an update through his radio. They wore little grey radios on their right shoulders.

"I'd like to see him myself."

"Dr. Sze," said E. Edwards, "if you answer our questions, which shouldn't take more than a few minutes, we'll bring you to Mr. Wu."

I glanced at the clock behind my head. It was 10:37 p.m.

"You can time us," said the woman, reading my thoughts again. "We'll be done here by eleven, if you answer the questions quickly."

"Okay." The boy and girl in blue (or black) were on my side. I was willing to give up my theoretical lawyer if that meant I could see Ryan faster. "I left Montreal before 6 p.m." I meant to leave in the wee hours of the morning, but of course, that didn't happen. Saying good-bye to John Tucker took a lot longer than that.

"And you drove straight to Ottawa?"

"Yes."

"To your parents' house?"

"I had to stop for gas." I'd stopped once I crossed the Ontario border. "I have the receipt, if you want it."

"That would be helpful," said the man, which gave me an excuse to dig through the purple leather wallet my mom had bought me for my birthday. Of course I had ten million receipts in there—more receipts than cash, which was a measly $20 bill—but I passed the correct stub across the table, thankful that the ink hadn't already worn off the receipt. "I took the 40 and then the 417 to Orleans."

"Where do your parents live?"

I drained the cup. "Are you going to harass them?"

They exchanged a quick look. The man said, "We don't harass people. We're the police. We may have to ask questions, but only when necessary."

I didn't like it. I glanced at the neighbouring wall, where Ryan should be, and I told them, "They live on 288 Silver Lane. My brother—I don't want you to bother my brother. He's only eight. My family has nothing to do with this."

The woman nodded acknowledgement while the man took notes. "What time did you leave your parents' house tonight?" said the woman.

"Around 9:10. No, closer to 9:15." Kevin had asked me to hang out a little longer, and to be honest, I wanted to. Every time I looked at him, I thought, This could be the last time. We'd started reading Harry Potter together. We were on my least favourite book, The Order of the Phoenix. The one with the most evil antagonist, but the one I'd get to read to him in person instead of over the phone or Skype.

"Why were you driving to the lab, even though you told us your first day is tomorrow?"

"I wanted to figure out where it was and where to park, so I wouldn't be late tomorrow."

They didn't say anything, but I thought they understood. Cops are organized and rule-bound, more like the person I was trying to become. They made me walk through finding the body and starting the code.

I explained how I was torn about leaving the bag on his head as evidence and ripping it off as a doctor. We went over that several times. Then the questions got more bizarre.

The woman said, "Did you recognize the victim?"

"Recognize him? Of course not. I told you, I just came from Montreal."

"Had you met him before today? Maybe when you were visiting Ottawa on a previous occasion?"

I shook my head. "I don't think so. I didn't get a good look at his face. He had a bag on his head, and even after they cut open the bag, he was covered in vomit."

"You saw his features, though. His skin tone. His build," said the man. "Do you think you recognized him? Had you seen him another day?"

I shook my head. They stared at me, and I realized they wanted me to say it out loud, for the cameras. "No. I don't think I'd ever seen him before. I think he was black—I mean, it was hard to tell, it was so dark—but I didn't know him."

The man lit up. "Yes, he was of African heritage. Did that make him seem familiar to you?"

"No. I'm saying that I didn't know him at all. He didn't look like anyone from my high school or university that I remember."

"No?" The man looked disbelieving, but he said, "All right, then. How did you find work at the stem cell lab in Ottawa, when you were established in Montreal?"

"I set up a research rotation with Dr. Thomas Zinser."

"How did you know Dr. Zinser?"

"I, uh, one of my friends suggested him." My cheeks reddened. The man raised his eyebrows.

"One of my fellow residents, Dr. John Tucker, knew him, or knew him by reputation."

The two officers grew still as soon as I said Tucker's name. They knew him. Of course they did. Tucker knew everyone. Seven point five billion people in the world meant 7.5 billion more friends for Tucker.

"Dr. John Tucker," said the woman.

"Yes."

"He was seriously injured during the hostage-taking at St. Joseph's Hospital in Montreal."

I closed my eyes. So they knew about that. I nodded. When I opened my eyes, they were watching me even more closely. The tone of the room, already sober, turned grim.

"You must have had an interview with Dr. Zinser at the stem cell lab before starting your work," said the man.

I shook my head. "Dr. Zinser and I e-mailed, and we Skyped together once. I never met him in person. We were both too busy." Dr. Zinser was supposed to send me some forms, but he forgot. I decided not to mention that.

"You never came to the lab?"

"No. That's why I wanted to come early tonight, so I wouldn't get lost tomorrow morning. And because I tried to take a shortcut, Ryan and I were cutting through the park, in the snow, with the dog … "

My memory cast back to my boots sinking into the ground, our steps making muddy imprints in the snow, and I stopped right there. "The footprints," I said out loud.

The cops exchanged a look. The man leaned forward. "What about the footprints?"

"You can see our footprints in the snow. Me, Ryan, and Roxy. All the way from my car to the … victim. You know Ryan and I had nothing to do with this. Or at least you will in the morning, when you can see everything. You'll know we're all innocent."

I sagged into my seat with relief. The only way this day could've gotten any worse was if they picked me and Ryan up and slammed us in jail. Well, that wasn't going to happen. Science would save us.

"Hope," said the man, "no one is accusing you of anything, boot prints or not."

The woman reached her hand forward and said, in a too-gentle voice, "Do you want something to eat, Dr. Sze?"

I blinked at them. They kept asking if I knew the victim. They made me give an alibi, right down to my gas stub. Of course they were accusing me!

I dug my hands into the edges of the chair, which was made out of smooth plastic and didn't dent my fingers, but felt cool against my skin. That grounded me a little.

I said quietly, "I'm not hungry. I want to finish up here so I can see Ryan Wu." That, I was sure about. I needed to see him and John Tucker as soon as possible, with my own eyes, to make sure they were all right.

"Soon, Dr. Sze," said the female officer. "Very soon."


Chapter 4

"You found a body, Hope?" Kevin burst out of the living room on my left. "That's so cool!"

Good thing my little brother was fist-punching the air instead of jumping on me. My ankle was a bit sore. Not enough to complain about, but I'd be less nimble catching an almost nine-year-old. Kevin was shoulder-height on me now, and growing every day.

"God! You get all the good stuff, and I get the violin lessons." Kevin heaved a sigh.

"I'd rather have the violin lessons," I said under my breath, taking my glasses off and shaking them to encourage the condensation to evaporate. Even with my myopic eyes, I saw my dad's brow crease with concern as he examined my face under the yellow lights of the hallway. He said, "Are you all right?"

I shook my head, but my mother was already yelling from the kitchen, which lay directly in front of me. "We made bone soup. It's very good! At first, it didn't taste like anything, but Dad added some salt, and now it's perfect. I'll get you a bowl."

My stomach twisted. My parents' soup tends to be tasteless, greasy, and full of animal bones. The steamy, soup-laden air made me think of the wicked witch in Hansel and Gretel. I know this sounds weird, but I hadn't felt good about eating meat since 14/11, my secret nickname for the hostage-taking on November fourteenth.

Ryan called out something in Cantonese to my mother, but she said, "Mo, mo, mo," and bustled into the hallway, nearly spilling a white bowlful of soup, and switching back to English for me because they never taught us Chinese. "You need your strength!"

"I need a shower." That, plus a gallon of water. I started walking to the bathroom, feeling Ryan's eyes on me. He needed a shower, too. I glanced at him over my shoulder, and I knew we were both thinking of past, soapy times, him closing his eyes against the spray, his body slick with water before he bent me over—

"It says here that bodies decompose more slowly in the cold. That makes sense," said Kevin, holding up his iPad and killing my buzz. "How long do you think the body was there? Do the cops know?"

"They know it's there. They interviewed us," I said, sighing. I couldn't even fantasize anymore. Was the rest of December going to be like this? Probably.

"Because rigor mortis starts in the first half hour or so. First the muscles get loose, and then they stiffen up after 30 to 60 minutes. It depends on the temperature."

My little CSI guy. I touched his hair, wanting to feel the dark spikes against my palm, but he twisted away. I guess he thought it was too babyish. I cleared my throat. "Good point. I'm not sure how much of that was the freezing temperature and how much was rigor mortis," I said, and my mother nearly spilled the soup again, while my dad said, "Hope—"

"What?" Kevin rounded on them. "I'm nine years old in eight days!

Why should she get to have all the fun!"

"It's not fun," I said. It was wretched.

Roxy barked from the back of my car, clearly audible through the brick walls of our house. Ryan said, "I'd better check on her."

"Do you have a dog?" said Kevin, and obviously that beat researching a dead body, because he and my dad reached for their boots beside the door. I squeezed over—it's not a very big front hall, so we're supposed to put our boots in the closet to the right of the door, but no one wants to bother—while my mom said, "I've got your soup! You need your strength. You're going to fall over. Forget about the dog."

Dad said, "We're going to help Ryan get his car. He left it at the hospital so he could drop Hope off."

"Eat some soup first!" Mom hollered at all of their backs, and then she rounded on me. "Where do you think you're going?"

"I've got to shower, Mom."

"Not before you eat soup!" She held the bowl aloft.

Was I supposed to slurp it standing up? "I'm not hungry," I said, shoving my boots in the closet. One of them toppled over, but I didn't care. It seemed fitting.

I finally made it down the hall, which led directly into the bathroom. My parents own a small, snug bungalow in Orleans, a suburb of Ottawa. My parents tell me the area started off as farmland, but now we've got schools, a grocery store, and even a wave pool and hockey rink a few blocks away, on Tenth Line Road. That shiny newness seemed so distant from the Death Star I figured must've been embedded in Montreal's historical stone buildings. I thought I'd be safe at home.

"But you have to eat soup!"

"Mom," I said, trying to soften my tone. My parents loved me. They welcomed me back, even though I was a serious downer who triggered Kevin to look up rigor mortis. "If I eat soup right now, I might puke."

Her eyes widened. She took an involuntary half-step back, sloshing the soup. A few spots drizzled on the parquet floor.

I took a right and grabbed a rag out of the linen closet. Opening and closing the wooden folding doors, the way I had since I was a kid, soothed me a little. I mopped up the soup and said to the wooden squares on the floor, and my mother's white and chartreuse polka dot slippers, "I'm sorry. I'll see if I feel better later. But I told you, Mom, I'd rather not eat meat right now."

"It's not meat. It's bone soup!"

I made a face at her. Bones made me think of the body's ribs breaking under my compressions, a detail that nagged at me. The skin I'd glimpsed on the man's chest had been smooth and young. We usually think about little old ladies' bones breaking during CPR, not young and healthy males. There was no reason for his ribs to snap, unless he had osteogenesis imperfecta.

I popped into the bathroom, closing and locking the door with a satisfying ping of the tiny, fake brass door handle. My dad had renovated the bathroom himself, adding a grey pebble floor. I'd picked out the wallpaper in high school, white with tiny purple flowers, and I noticed it was starting to curl at the wall edges around the bathtub.

I didn't want to look at myself in the mirror over the sink, but I faced it. My eyes were bloodshot, although that's usually more a problem with my contact lenses than with my glasses. I'd gotten an avant-garde, spiky haircut post 14/11 that now hovered between laughable and insane. Your twenties are supposed to be this golden decade, but mostly, it's work, sleep, and crime for me. Except for my two guys. Them, I wouldn't trade for anything.

I tossed the rag in the wicker laundry basket and pulled my phone out of my pocket while my mother shouted, "I'll put your soup in the kitchen. When you come out, I'll warm it up for you. You tell me when you're almost ready!"

"Okay," I said, scrolling through my phone and smiling at the gajillion texts from Tucker, sometimes with snippets of Yiddish and other random languages. So, nu? The stem cells rocking your world already?

Let me know when you're free to Skype.

But the most recent one made me frown. Okay, I see you're finally home. What happened to you?

I texted him back. Hi. How did you know I was home?

Through the Finding Friends app. Remember?

Vaguely. I hadn't paid much attention when Tucker had mentioned there was this cool app he could help install on my phone. I typed back slowly, Are you spying on me?

No. I want to know where you are. Call me crazy, but after what happened to us, I like knowing you're not in a ditch somewhere. But why were you at the police station for an hour?

My throat caught. My heart fluttered in my chest, reminding me of a bird that got caught in a wood stove at my friend's cottage. The mother called, "Let it out! It's going to die in there!" The father said, "I don't want it to come out and crap everywhere! And maybe it's a bat, you ever think of that?" My friend was so embarrassed, not knowing how to make it look pretty for me, but she yanked a broom out of the closet to fight off the marauding bird or bat. In the end, they called the wood stove guy, so I never got to see it.

I felt like that bat/bird right now.

Tucker and Ryan were my two safeguards. I would trust them with my life.

And yet I didn't want them spying on me. Even if it kept me "safe."

Ryan had been right beside me, and what happened? We found a dead body.

Tucker was in Montreal, letting me go, letting me flee the crime-ridden city that I found so oppressive, but he was tracking me through my phone.

Said phone rang in my hand. Tucker's avatar glowed at me, the healthy, pre-hostage version, he of spiky blond hair, confident brown eyes, crooked grin. My eyes toggled between two buttons, green for accept or red for decline. Should I talk to him or not?

I hadn't known how to tell him that I'd found a dead body. Now, I didn't want to.

More than anyone else in the world, I loved Tucker, and he drove me berserk, too.

I clicked Decline and turned my ringer off, even though it made me feel sick. Tucker needed to know that I was safe, that I loved him despite decamping to Ottawa with my other sort-of boyfriend.

I texted him instead. I love you. I'll call you after my shower.

And then I turned on the hot water tap. The pipes clunked before water gushed through the faucet. I stared at it, wishing it would wash me clean.


Chapter 5

Half an hour later, I felt less soiled and more human, especially after fried rice and a slice of pineapple that had been on sale at T&T. While my mother reminisced about other, better pineapples she could have chosen, I ducked into the hallway shadows to call Tucker. Again.

Tucker hadn't answered my post-shower calls or texts. He was so hyper, that was completely out of character.

Did he fall asleep, zonked on his pain meds? But that meant the dose was too strong, or he was on a dangerous drug combo.

It meant he needed me. Either that, or he was too mad to talk. What if something had happened to Tucker?

I kept pressing redial and hanging up when I got his voice mail, like a psychotic ex-girlfriend with a restraining order.

I couldn't handle being away from him.

But I couldn't stand finishing my OB rotation at the hostage hospital, either. I would've cracked up. For real.

I don't want to be like this. I'd love to be perpetually perky and cute. Who cares if people keep killing each other around me? I'm going to figure out whodunit and save a dozen lives while doing the splits!

"Do you want an apple?" Mom called to me from the kitchen.

"No, Mom." My voice echoed in the hallway. I edged further away from her, past the main closet, toward the bathroom and my bedroom.

"I already cut it up for you. Red Delicious! Your favourite."

"Okay, Mom." I'd started eating other varieties while I was away at school, like Honeycrisp and Gala and Pink Lady, but whatever. I wasn't hungry. I needed Tucker. And Ryan. Ryan and Tucker. Tucker and Ryan.

"I put the bowl on the table."

"Thanks, Mom." It was easier not to fight her.

"Why are you standing in the dark? Turn on the light!" She flicked it on for me. The sudden brightness made me blink.

It was harder to worry about Tucker when my mother wouldn't leave me alone for one minute. I sighed and moved back toward her, glancing out the bay window of our living room en route to the kitchen. A pair of headlights beamed toward our driveway, followed swiftly by another.

Two cars with familiar outlines. Headed directly for my family's small bungalow.

My heart surged, and I stood at the window, my breath forming hazy circles on it, while my mother kept talking to me.

My phone buzzed in the pocket of my skinny jeans. I caught my breath.

We're back! U ok?

Even without the dozen emoticons that followed, I could have figured out that Kevin was texting me through our dad's phone. Not Tucker.

ok, I texted back. For once, I didn't write the whole word or bother with capitals. I closed my eyes in thanks. At least my family and one of my guys was safe.

"Oh, oh, Ryan's going to need some soup!" My mother clattered in the kitchen, and I was left in relative peace to watch our blue Honda Accord pull up our driveway, with Kevin dashing out to open the garage door manually because the electronic door opener got stuck halfway. Then Ryan's Nissan pulled up tight behind my car, which I'd left on the street. For some reason, that made me smile.

While Kevin described their car-seeking adventure in blow-by-blow detail, Ryan stood beside me and laid his hand on my waist, in the gap between my flannel shirt and my skinny jeans. I jumped slightly because it felt too good. Like, illegal.

I should feel somber after our brush with death. Dispassionate. Asexual. Especially surrounded by my family.

I shouldn't notice each imprint of Ryan's individual finger, or how the goose bumps rose on my forearms and my nipples jumped to attention.

Our eyes met. His nostrils flared slightly. His eyes narrowed. Maybe I glanced down at myself, because he did too. A long, slow glance.

My lips parted.

My heart thudded in my ears, and I chanted to myself, Tucker, Tucker, Tucker. Trying to remind myself that I was at least partially spoken for.

And was any place unsexier than my family's living room, with my little brother jumping up and down in front of us?

Even so, my body nudged closer to Ryan's. My left arm crept up to touch his arm, stroking the hairs on his skin.

His fingers stilled for a second. He said, in a hoarse voice, "I should go."

"I'll be back later!" I hollered on my way out, even as my mother wailed about, you guessed it, soup.

We hurried into the cold, me with my jacket unzipped, Ryan with his boots unlaced.

One blink later, we were in his car, his mouth crushing mine, car doors barely slammed behind us, and Roxy's furious, back seat barks ricocheting in our ears. She tried to climb between the front seats to get to us.

I pulled away, laughing, but Ryan leaned forward, blocking that opening and keeping Roxy at bay. His body weight pinned me into the passenger seat, and I wanted him there, his lips hard against mine. Alive.
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