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One
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Below the belfry, the city sparkled, the late afternoon sun glinting off the skyscrapers, every surface dripping from a brief shower. A spectacular view... even through the scope of a sniper’s rifle.

A pigeon landed on the ledge beneath the belfry, squawking about the rain. My eye still fixed to the scope, I reached into my pocket and tossed a handful of dried corn into the courtyard below. A flapping of wings told me he’d gone for it. The pigeons were the one drawback to this perch. Fortunately, I’d noticed them when scouting and came prepared. I didn’t want a sudden flurry of birds from the belfry telling onlookers exactly where the shot had come from.

The doors below opened onto the quiet side street and at exactly five-thirty, out walked Grant Beecham. A creature of habit, like most people. He was alone. I expected that, but found myself instinctively looking for body-guards or well-armed friends. I was used to Mafia thugs who knew there was a mark on their heads and never set foot outside alone.

But Beecham had no reason to think his life was in danger. He was just a pharmaceutical company researcher. Yes, he’d suppressed reports of fatalities in a new multiple sclerosis drug study. But his confession came only after evidence was found in an illegal search, so it’d been ruled inadmissible, the case thrown out. He hadn’t even been fired; he was too valuable.

Sure, there were devastated families who’d lost loved  ones, but this wasn’t the Wild West. Injured parties seek financial restitution through the courts, and you take the money and shut up. You don’t use your payoff to hire a hitman.

Beecham’s car rounded the corner. A Lincoln with a driver to take him to his big house in Forest Hill, maybe with a stop along the way to convince another desperate family that he could provide—under the table and for the right price—the suppressed miracle drug.

I pulled the trigger. The bullet passed through the base of his skull, killing him instantly.

I didn’t wait to see him crumple to the sidewalk. Or to watch passersby look over warily, assessing the cut of his suit before deciding he hadn’t just fallen down drunk. By the time someone took out a cell phone, I’d be halfway down the belfry stairs.

I moved as quickly and silently as I could. Not easy when the steps were so ancient each one protested under my weight.

Dust whirled in my wake. I was wearing disposable booties, the kind considerate furniture deliverers wear. They’d eliminate prints, but did nothing for the dust reaching my nose and eyes. At my second stifled sneeze, a head popped around the bottom flight. Quinn, aka the Boy Scout—though the latter wasn’t used by anyone who wanted to get on his good side.

Beecham was Quinn’s job. Vigilante work was the only kind he did, hence the unflattering alternate nom de guerre. Among professional killers, a vigilante—even one as solid as Quinn—is viewed with the same disdain a veteran beat cop has for an idealistic, college-educated  young detective. A prissy boy who wants to do a man’s job without getting his hands dirty.

At six foot two, with a solid linebacker’s physique, square face, stubborn jaw, and piercing eyes, Quinn didn’t fit anyone’s image of a “prissy boy.” But few of the hitmen who scorned him had ever seen him. Like me, Quinn kept to himself, and for good reason. Killing criminals wasn’t the only way Quinn pursued justice. He was a federal agent. What branch, I had no idea. I didn’t ask.

Most people in my profession would have a problem partnering with a cop, even one moonlighting as a hitman. I didn’t. I came from a long line of law-enforcement officers. My life goal had been to join that family tradition. And I had ... until seven years ago, when I shot a suspect point-blank, made national headlines, and saw my life crash and burn.

As I rounded the last flight, Quinn backed inside. Gaze still fixed on the trash-cluttered courtyard, he unbuttoned his dark overcoat to reveal a suit. I passed him the fake briefcase that housed my takedown rifle. As I tugged off my shoes, he backed in another step and gave me his arm for support. Off with the sneakers, and on with pumps more suited to my slacks and blazer. There was more to our disguises than clothing, but that was all we changed.

I let go of his arm, then slung the leather knapsack with my gear onto my shoulder. Quinn took my hand. We walked quickly through a narrow alley, then slowed to a stroll as we stepped into a paved passage between office towers. At the end, we merged with the commuter crowd heading to the subway.

As we stepped onto the subway stairs, the distant wail  of sirens was almost swallowed by the roar of rush-hour traffic.

 



 



There are many names for what I do. Want to channel your inner Godfather? Go for hatchet man or hired gun. Prefer an air of legitimacy? Try professional killer or contract killer. Add an air of mystery and intrigue? Use assassin. I like it plain and simple. Hitman. Hitwoman or even hit-person, if one wants to be PC, but if you ask me, “politically correct” and “killer” are two terms never meant to go together.

I moonlight as a hitman to keep my business—a wilderness lodge—open. After the crash of my life seven years ago, the lodge is my lifeline to sanity, and if killing traitors for a small New York crime family keeps it running, then that’s fine with me. I know it shouldn’t be. But it is.

Quinn doesn’t need the money; he needs to scratch the itch that can come with immersing yourself in a justice system that doesn’t always see justice done. I exploded on the job and watched my career implode. Quinn found a better way.

I met him six months ago. My mentor, Jack, put together a team to go after a hitman whose foray into serial-killer-hood put us at risk. He’d invited Quinn to keep us abreast of the federal investigation.

Quinn and I had exchanged almost weekly e-mails since. Then, two weeks ago, he said he had a job in Toronto, could use a second pair of hands and eyes, and, knowing I lived somewhere in Ontario, would I be interested.

I’d insisted on taking the shot. I’d been distance shooting since high school and narrowly missed being on the Olympic team. Quinn had started three years ago. When he balked, I’d reminded him that he was risking my safety on his marksmanship. That made him back down.

“Hey, there’s the CN Tower,” he said as we emerged from the subway. “Earlier it was hidden in the fog.”

“Smog.”

“I didn’t think you got that up here.”

“We get everything up here. Except HBO.”

He peered up at the tower as we moved away from the commuter crowd. “Nice and clear now, though. Good night to eat in that revolving restaurant.”

I made a face. “Overpriced tourist food.”

He went quiet. I looked over to see him scratching his chin.

“Unless you want to, of course,” I said quickly. “You are  a tourist. It might be tough without reservations...” I caught his look. “You made reservations.”

“Kind of. Yeah.”

“Shit. I’m sorry. Really, I’d love to try it. I’ve just never had the cash to go.”

“I should have asked you first. You’re the local. I wanted to take you someplace nice, to say, you know...”

“Thanks for pulling my hit?”

A sharp laugh. “Yeah. I tried finding a Hallmark. They say they have a card for every occasion, but they seem to have missed that one. I thought we could have a quiet dinner, maybe talk about that thing I mentioned.”

“Sure.”

When I’d arrived, Quinn had announced he needed to  talk to me about something personal. It was almost certainly about where our relationship was heading. Now, even as he mentioned it, my heart thumped double time. With anticipation or dread? I honestly wasn’t sure. Fear probably covered it either way.

Last year, Quinn had made it clear he was interested in me. Very clear and very interested. Stoked by the case, I’d reciprocated. He was fun and sexy and we had a lot in common. And, yes, I’ll admit it, I’d been flattered. I’m a thirty-three-year-old wilderness lodge proprietor. The closest thing I get to a pass these days is married guys with beer breath cornering me in the boathouse and saying they think I’m “kinda cute.”

After the job ended, we had to go our separate ways, so we’d stepped back into friendship.

Months passed and, as much as we communicated, there’d been no whiff of anything but friendship. Maybe I should have been disappointed. But I wasn’t. I was almost ... relieved.

I have an odd relationship with risk. I grew up looking each way twice before crossing the road. Then, after my life-crash, one day I found myself perched at the hatch of an airplane, parachute on my back. Today, I couldn’t live without the adrenaline rush of white-water rafting or rappelling down a cliff. But I still look both ways—twice—before crossing. I have tidy boxes for the risk in my life, and Quinn doesn’t fit into them.

I like him. I think we could have something. As weird as it sounds, he could be exactly what my life needs. But even now—walking with him, enjoying his company, sneaking peeks and liking what I see—I can’t feel what I want to feel. I’m sure it will come. I just don’t want to  rush into a decision. So I’m praying that whatever he needs to talk about, it isn’t that.

 



 



We were still in disguise at dinner. That’s the downside of socializing with colleagues in this job. You can never just be yourself. Quinn had briefly seen me without a disguise last fall accidentally, but that was no excuse to leave it off now. With Quinn, I wasn’t Nadia, I was “Dee.” Yes, that was my nom de guerre. I’d have preferred one with a little more flair, but Jack had picked it. Jack didn’t do flair.

We’d just stepped inside the base of the CN Tower when Quinn’s cell phone buzzed. I wandered over to read one of the displays while he took the call. Likely business—the legitimate kind. He’d arranged the Beecham hit to coincide with a work trip. I wasn’t sure that was wise, but trusted he knew what he was doing.

When he was done with his call, we went up the tower, where I was pleasantly surprised to find that the “revolving restaurant” didn’t revolve very fast. I don’t know what I expected: a merry-go-round? It moved so slowly you didn’t notice until you looked up and realized the view had changed. And it was a good thing the motion didn’t cause queasiness, because the prices certainly did. After I choked on the thought of paying fourteen dollars for a Caesar salad, Quinn confiscated my menu and read me the choices.

Through the appetizers and into the entrees we talked about our ski seasons, comparing stories and injuries.

“I have to admit,” Quinn said. “When I first mentioned getting together, that’s what I had in mind. A ski trip. I  had a place in Vermont picked out. Even scanned a brochure to e-mail you. Then I chickened out.”

“How come?”

He stabbed a pearl onion with his fork, his gaze fixed on his plate. “I guess I took another look at the brochure—couples in hot tubs, couples sipping hot chocolate, couples in front of blazing fires—and it just seemed so... couple-ish.”

“Which isn’t what you had in mind.”

“I know I rushed things last time. The job was intense, and that spilled over.”

“No kidding, huh?” I gave a small laugh. “Look, I totally understand—”

I broke off as his cell rang again. A murmured apology to me and he pulled it out. A matron at the next table shot me a glare, as if to say I shouldn’t tolerate such behavior. Obviously she’d never dated a cop.

“Work,” he said as he glanced at the display.

“I’ll go to the washroom while you—”

He laid his hand on my arm as I rose. “Sit. Eat while it’s warm. If I need to, I’ll step outside, but it’s probably the same as last time. He can’t find a file.”

I’d rather have had the excuse to leave for a minute, gather my thoughts, prepare for what was coming. Because I knew now that it wasn’t good.

Since we’d met that morning, Quinn hadn’t flirted with me, hadn’t even given me one of his sexy grins. That was not the Quinn I remembered. I’d thought he was just trying to play it cool until after the job, having been chewed out by Jack last year for acting unprofessional. But now, with his admission about the ski lodge, I knew I  was about to get the infamous “Maybe we should just be friends” speech.

I should have been happy. Hadn’t I been thinking the same thing? But it still stung. To have a guy be interested, then back off once he got to know me better? I only wish I could say it was the first time that ever happened.

Quinn’s brows furrowed as he listened to his call. “What?”

Pause.

“When?”

Pause.

“Goddamn it!”

A furtive look my way, then a slight rise in color as he caught the glower of the woman beside us. He mouthed an apology.

I tried not to eavesdrop, focusing my attention on his free hand, drumming the table. He had square hands, big and broad. Smooth, but with ghosts of calluses and tiny scars, as if he’d worked with them once, maybe teen summers in construction.

He’d stopped drumming now, fingers gone still, tips raised a quarter-inch above the table, as if halted midtap. His fingers curled under, clenching as his voice went brittle before his fingers unfolded and collapsed, palm flat, to the tablecloth.

It took a moment to realize he’d hung up and was watching me, waiting until he had my attention. When I looked over, the crease between his brows was still there, now joined by faint lines at the corners of his mouth.

“You have to go,” I said.

He nodded. “It’s a case. I’m booked on a flight in two hours.”

“Should we get the bill?”

“No, no. We’re finishing. I get through security a little faster than the average tourist.”

We ate for another five minutes before I said, “So what did you want to talk to me about?”

He moved a mushroom aside. “It wasn’t important.”

Before I could prod, he launched into the story of getting snowbound driving to a ski hill, and I realized I wasn’t getting a better answer. Not tonight.




Two
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My lodge is in the Kawarthas, north of Peterborough. A little over two hours from Toronto. I got back just past midnight. I could have stayed in Toronto—I’d paid cash for a room already—but with Quinn gone, there wasn’t any reason to linger.

By the time I pulled in, the only light was a guest room reading lamp, barely visible through the blinds. We hadn’t had any bookings, so it must be a drop-in. I stared up at that window a moment, thinking about the unknown guest, wondering what guide services they’d expect in the morning. It didn’t matter—that was my job and I was always ready to accommodate a guest—but thinking about it let me mentally switch from Dee, contract killer, to Nadia Stafford, wilderness lodge proprietor.

It would take more than that tonight. Normally I had a long drive, maybe even a night’s rest before I came home after a job, and that gave me time to shift personas. Tonight I was still thinking about Quinn and about Grant Beecham, and neither of them belonged here. I watched the window for another minute, then went down to the dock and did a few laps of the lake in my kayak. By the time I was done, I was me again.

I headed up to the lodge. On the outside, its weathered, rough-hewn wood suggested a true wilderness experience, with blazing fires for heat, lanterns for light, and an outhouse around the corner. It’s an illusion, of course. We have a furnace, electricity, running water, even Jacuzzi tubs in two bedrooms. At a place like Red Oak, it’s the  illusion that matters—the feeling that you’re getting back to nature. Roughing it without actually roughing it.

Most of our clientele need lessons in everything from holding a canoe paddle to using binoculars, meaning the trails winding through the property are so well marked you could find your way in the dark. Yet we still provide maps and, if you’d like, I’ll take you out, just to be safe. I’ll also take you biking, canoeing, kayaking, white-water rafting, spelunking, rappelling, and shooting, though you’ll have to sign a three-page waiver for that last one.

If you want bonfires and beer or a picnic lunch in the wildflowers or coffee and fresh muffins while watching the sun rise, then Red Oak Lodge is the place for you. If you’re looking for gourmet meals, big-screen TVs and Jet Skis, I can recommend a lovely place thirty minutes northwest... at double the cost.

 



 



Because no one expected me back, no one had signed up for the 6 a.m. jog. So I could have skipped it. But no sign-ups meant I could go alone.

The morning air was still so cold it was like sucking ice cubes, the endless silence broken only by the rhythmic thump of my feet. When I’m running with guests, I usually do only five kilometers. Today, I went twice that, through White Rock and back.

At this hour, the town was even quieter than the forest. As I jogged down the main street, the only sound was the lone stop sign creaking in the wind.

White Rock is a nowhere town. Every kid who lives there can’t wait to get out. For tourists, it’s a stopover, not a destination. The town survives as a service center for  hunters and snowmobilers and cottagers, a place where you can buy everything you need for survival and nothing that isn’t essential to it.

As down home and comfortable as an old pair of sneakers—my kind of town.

 



 



Back at the lodge, I detoured to the lake for a dip. Crazy on a May morning, but it certainly knocked any remaining dream cobwebs from my mind. By the time I headed up to the lodge, it was nearly nine. Waiting on the back deck was Emma Walden, the lodge’s live-in housekeeper/ cook. Her husband, Owen, takes care of the grounds and buildings. They’re both past retirement age and were when they came to work for me. As Emma says, this is  their retirement.

“Anyone up yet?” I called.

“I made cinnamon buns.”

The smell of Emma’s rolls woke guests faster than a dunk in the frigid lake.

“You look like a drowned rat. I hope you’re planning on drying off before our guests see you.”

I leaned over and squeezed a rivulet from my hair onto her clogs. She snapped her dishtowel at me. I snatched it and quick-dried my shoulder-length curls.

“You know where that towel’s been?” she asked.

“No worse than where my hair’s been. Has Sammi started work yet?”

“She’s here all right. But working?” Emma snorted.

I tried not to sigh too loudly. Sammi Ernst was Emma’s part-time assistant, hired two months ago.

“About Sammi, Nadia, we had a problem with the York  couple. They didn’t mention it until they were checking out, after you left.”

Emma explained that they’d complained about Sammi’s baby, Destiny. They’d left their kids with their parents, and hadn’t appreciated hearing a crying baby on their romantic getaway. I could point out that Destiny rarely cried—Sammi didn’t put her down long enough for her to fuss—but I could see the couple’s point.

“I know you feel sorry for the girl, Nadia. No job, no man, no one to help with the baby. But that baby is all she cares about. Stella Anderson offered to look after Destiny for free, just because she likes having little ones around, but Sammi won’t do it.”

“Maybe if I rework Sammi’s schedule...”

“Maybe if you fired her pretty little butt—” Emma bit off the remark. “I’m sorry, but it burns me up, seeing you being so nice to her, and how does she repay you? Complains like you’re her mother giving her chores.”

“She’s seventeen. At that age, my work ethic sucked, too. To get decent help from town, I’d need to pay more than ten bucks an hour, so I’m stuck with Sammi.”

“We don’t need the help. I just hate seeing you pay for nothing. She doesn’t appreciate it. Save your charity for someone who does.”

“I’ll talk to her.” I checked my hair. Dry enough for a few more minutes outside. I handed Emma back her towel. “I’m going to check the hot-tub chemicals before I come in.”

She pulled a piece of paper from her pocket. “Your messages. Mostly regulars, looking to book for summer, and wanting to talk to you directly.”

None of the names on the list was my brother’s. Not  that I really expected Brad to call. Last time I heard from him was December 2002, when he’d wondered whether his little sister had two grand he could borrow. I didn’t, but I’d scraped it together anyway. Wired him the cash. Never got so much as a thank-you.

Because Brad never called, Jack used his name when he needed to get in touch with me. It had been four months now since I’d heard from him.

After our joint job with Quinn, I’d realized that Jack himself had been financing it. So I’d refused payment. He insisted I take it and buy the gazebo and hot tub I dreamed of for the lodge. I’d said he could use my share to take me to Egypt, something we’d joked about. To my surprise, he’d agreed. He still wanted me to take some money, but the rest would go toward our trip.

As fall had dragged on, I’d heard from him only once, in November. He said exactly five words. “Everything okay?” and “All right then” when I said it was. No mention of Egypt. No mention of when he’d call again.

In early December, he’d shown up, bringing me the money. Twenty thousand. I took half, for the gazebos, but refused the rest. When I mentioned Egypt, still jokingly, sensing he’d changed his mind, he’d said his schedule was tight and that it might be a while. I said that was fine, I’d wait.

Then, at Christmas, a ten-person hot tub arrived at my door and I knew we weren’t going to Egypt.

When he called a couple of weeks later, he’d muttered something about getting a good deal on the tub and we’d “work it out.” That was the last I heard from him.
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I found Sammi in the kitchen, rocking in a chair she’d dragged in from the front room. The best chair from the front room, I might add. She was cuddling Destiny and crooning to her. Mother and child. A scene to warm the heart... if the mother in question wasn’t currently being paid to clean the guest rooms.

I’d let Sammi bring Destiny to her job, even picked up a secondhand playpen. But the baby was never in it. Sammi worked holding Destiny on her hip, which made for very sloppily made beds and crudely chopped vegetables.

With her long blond hair, trim figure, and big violet eyes, Sammi Ernst was the prettiest girl in White Rock. When I walked in, her face was glowing with an inner beauty that would have made Revlon sign her up on the spot. Then she saw me and the light went out.

“I heard we had a complaint,” I said.

“Emma couldn’t wait to tattle, could she? Mr. and Mrs. Toronto Yuppies abandoned their kids, then bitched ’cause I’m taking care of mine.”

“I hear Mrs. Anderson offered to look after Destiny for you.”

“That old bag? She’s so fucking senile she’d probably put Destiny out with the recycling and feed her milk to the cat.”

Inhale. Exhale.

I reached down to pat Destiny on the head. Sammi swatted my hand away.

“That’s her soft spot, you know.”

“No, I don’t know. I don’t have kids, as you’re quick to remind me. I don’t understand babies. But I do understand this business. Whether or not that couple should have complained doesn’t matter because the customer—”

“—is always right,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “You take too much of their shit, Nadia. You wouldn’t see me letting people walk over me like that.”

“No? Maybe you’re right. The next time I’ve just sat down to a meal and a guest demands after-dinner drinks served by the lake, I’ll hand them a beer and point them to the path. Then they’ll write an online review complaining about the lousy service. After a few of those, our bookings will drop, and I won’t be able to keep a housekeeping assistant on the payroll.”

She said nothing, but that told me I’d made my point.

“Do you want this job, Sammi?”

“Fuck, yeah. You think I’d take everyone’s shit if I didn’t need the money?”

“You don’t need to take anyone’s shit. You could apply for welf—social assistance—until Destiny is old enough to go to school.”

She glowered up at me. “No fucking way. I am not winding up like her.” From the venom in her voice, I knew she meant her mother. “I’m going to show Destiny how a real mother acts. I’m going to work for a living and look after us.”

“All right then, tell me if this would work out . . .”

I outlined some changes to her schedule, bringing her in later and having her leave before dinner. Most of her hours would be midday, when guests were out.

“That means fewer hours a day, but you’ll be working five days instead of four. And if we have a full house, I may need you for serving at dinner hour and cleanup  after. You’ll need someone to pick up Destiny during that time.”

A long pause. Then, “I guess Tess or Kira could . . .”

“I also want to see Destiny in her playpen now and then. And when I was in Toronto, I saw someone wearing this sling for carrying babies. It would keep your hands free—”

“I can’t afford any more stuff.”

“I’ll buy it. If you want to take it home, you can pay me back. How’s that?”

She complained more about accepting “charity” than my other conditions, but eventually we came to an agreement. I prayed it would work out.

 



 



In the brochure for the Red Oak Lodge, there are four seasons. “Summer Sizzle” runs mid-June through August. “Fall Foliage” goes until mid-November. Then “Winter Wonderland” runs through March. The lowest priced one is “Spring Savings,” so named because “Dismal, Muddy, and Black-Fly Infested” really doesn’t have the same marketing oomph.

Being early May, we were in the “Muddy” section of that season, with the damp chill fading and the black-flies moving in, but slowly. For people wanting a deal or looking for a break after a long winter, May is a decent enough month. On weekdays we were lucky to have any guests, but weekends we usually ran close to capacity. The lodge has a dozen rooms—including mine—so at full occupancy we can host twenty-two. By Friday evening, we had seventeen, enough to keep one elderly couple, one hostess/guide, and one teen girl busy.

For once, Sammi pulled her weight. She didn’t turn into a cleaning dynamo, but she did her “chores” with less complaining and even put Destiny in the playpen for her naps, snapping at me that I’d better not wake her with my “thumping around” or it’d be my own fault if Sammi had to rock her when she should be working.

Even on a staff of three, Sammi was never going to make Employee of the Month. But living out here meant Sammi didn’t have a lot of life choices. Having Destiny at sixteen meant no high school diploma. With her family reputation, no one would hire her. Even if they did, there wasn’t any day care in town. She couldn’t even move out of her mother’s home; there were no rental units around. If I could help her make enough money and get enough job experience to leave White Rock, it was the best thing anyone could do for her.




Three
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Quinn e-mailed me Sunday. Just a quick note to apologize again for taking off early and to thank me again for helping him... and to ask whether I’d have time for an IM chat that evening.

I said yes to the chat... and spent the rest of the day mentally preparing for the “Let’s just be friends” speech. But it never came. We chatted as we always did. There was a case in the U.S. that week of a man charged after beating to death a guy he’d found raping his girlfriend. Quinn wanted to know if I’d heard about it and what I thought. We talked about that for a while, debating the circumstances and the ethics. Then he asked a few spelunking questions and we got into that, swapping stories until I had to sign off.

So nothing had changed. Maybe “the speech” was still coming. Or maybe he’d decided, since I hadn’t seemed disappointed that nothing romantic happened in Toronto, that I was okay sticking with friendship and there was no need to discuss it.


Was I okay with friendship? I did feel a pang of disappointment. Was that because I’d wanted to be seduced? To feel what I had last fall, Quinn’s enthusiasm sweeping aside my reservations? To enjoy the passionate, reckless affair I’d imagined?

Or was that pang just bruised ego? Maybe more than that—a slap to a still-tender part bruised when I’d been rejected by friends, family, and lover after I shot Wayne Franco.

But I’d been thinking the same thing about Quinn—that we’d be better off as friends—and it didn’t mean there was anything wrong with him. There just wasn’t enough of a spark to take the risk. Normally when a potential lover says “let’s just be friends,” it really means “I don’t actually like you that much,” and the promised friendship never materializes. Quinn still sought my company, still wanted to chat . . . and chat and chat.

Maybe it would deepen into more someday, when both of us were ready. For now, I could use a friend more than I could use a lover.

 



 



Tuesday morning, I was returning from a walk with our only guests—an elderly couple—and saw Emma on the porch, ostensibly filling the bird feeders. That was Owen’s job, meaning she was waiting to talk to me.

“Did you let Sammi go?” she asked after our guests had gone inside.

“What? No. What’d she say?”

“Nothing. She hasn’t shown up, and whatever her faults, she’s punctual.”

My first thought was that she’d messed up her new schedule and thought she had Mondays and Tuesdays off. But before she left Sunday afternoon, she’d double-checked with me on what time to be in today. “Have you called her place yet?”

“Yes, and I got a mouthful of Janie’s cussing for my trouble. She hung up before I could even say why I was calling.”

“Maybe the baby’s sick. You know what Sammi’s like. If Destiny’s temperature hits a hundred, she’s off to the  hospital. It would be nice if she called to say she couldn’t make it, but I’m sure she’ll be here tomorrow.”

 



 



My elderly guests had forgone the campfire Monday night—in early May, I don’t blame them—but they’d helped themselves to the beer and drunk more than I would expect for a lovely pair of schoolteachers in their seventies. Fresh air does that to people. I didn’t notice that the beer case was empty until late afternoon. We had only two rooms booked that night, and I wasn’t sure either would want the bonfire, but if they did, they wouldn’t appreciate a dry one.

The White Rock liquor store closed at six on Tuesdays in the off-season. I got there at five minutes past, just as the manager, Rick Hargrave, was backing out of the parking lot.

When he saw my pickup tear around the corner, mud flying behind me, he pulled back into his spot, opened the store, and gave me a case of beer to be paid for next time I was in town. You don’t get that kind of service in a big city.

Before I left, Hargrave mentioned that his daughter, Tess, wanted to hold her eighteenth birthday party out at the lodge next month. Tess was Sammi’s best friend, which reminded me that I hadn’t heard from my errant employee.

 



 



The Ernst place was just around the corner. Technically, I should say the “Ernst house,” but that elevated the structure to a status it didn’t deserve. For my first six months  in White Rock, I thought the Ernst place was deserted. No one could possibly live in a hovel so dilapidated that a rumble of thunder would surely reduce it to toothpicks and dust.

Driving by one day, I’d seen a preteen girl walk out and had assumed the local kids were using the place as a hide-out. I’d mentioned this to the grocer, expressing my concern that the roof could fall in and hurt them. When he told me that the girl, Sammi, lived there, I’d walked out without remembering what I’d come for.

I parked on the road, walked up the weed lawn, and rapped at the door. When it opened, the stench of garbage and unwashed dishes nearly made me gag. Janie parked herself in the gap. If she had once possessed an iota of her daughter’s beauty, it had long since vanished. Her leathery skin was enough to make me want to slather on SPF 60 every time I so much as sat in a sunny window. Add a lifetime of booze and cigarettes, and Janie Ernst didn’t look like she was about to keel over; she looked like she’d risen from the grave.

“What the fuck do you want, cop?”

The words flew out in a hail of booze-drenched spittle. To someone like Janie, the biggest problem with me wasn’t the circumstances surrounding my departure from law enforcement, but the fact that I’d been a cop at all.

“Sammi didn’t come to work—”

“And now you’re her parole officer?”

“I was concerned because she didn’t call. May I speak to her, please?”

“May I speak to her, please?” Janie mimicked.

“Whoa, that’s good. Taking insult lessons from third graders, Janie?”

“Bitch.”

“What you say is what you are. Oh, wait, what’s that other one? ‘I’m rubber and you’re glue. Whatever you say bounces off me and sticks to you.’”

The door hit my hand. I grabbed the edge, holding it fast as I leaned inside.

“Why don’t I just come in and talk to Sammi?”

“You got a warrant, cop?”

She threw her weight against the door, catching me off guard. It hit my nose and I jumped back, eyes watering. The door slammed shut.

I stepped off the crumbling cement slab and tried peering through the front window, but grime as thick as a blackout blind blocked my view. A blare of noise from within made me jump. I stepped closer to the door. Gunfire rang out. The television.

I returned to my pickup. Even with the doors closed, I could still hear Janie’s TV. I glanced at the house one last time, but there was no sign of Sammi, so I started the engine and pulled away.

When Sammi came back to work, I’d make sure we worked something out. Sure, she was smart-mouthed and resentful, but what did I expect? The kid had been raised by dust bunnies.

 



 



The next morning, I came in from helping Owen in the boathouse and found Emma stripping the beds, alone.

“Sammi’s not here again?” I said.

She shook her head.

“Did she call?”

Another head shake.

Now this was really bugging me. Sammi had said she didn’t want to lose her job, then after we’d come to an agreement on better hours, she stopped showing up—giving me just the excuse I needed to fire her. Something was wrong. Time for another run at Janie.




Four
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Twenty minutes later, I was banging on Janie’s front door. I didn’t expect her to answer—she wasn’t known for getting up before noon. But I was reasonably certain babies didn’t sleep that late, so Sammi should have been awake.

“Sammi? If you’re in there, open up! We need to talk.”

I jumped down to the dirt patch in front of the window, a garden that likely hadn’t been a garden in fifty years. I rapped on the dirt-encrusted glass.

“Sammi! It’s Nadia. Look, I’m not here to chew you out. I just need to know if you’re coming back to work.”

Silence. I put my ear to the window, but couldn’t hear so much as a baby gurgling. I rapped harder.

Nothing. I stalked back to the pickup. As I was getting in, I heard a soft voice behind me.

“She’s not there. She’s gone.”

I turned to see Tess Hargrave. Her face was wan and splotchy, eyes rimmed with red.

“Where is she?” I asked.

Tess cast a nervous glance at the Ernst place. After a series of bounced checks years ago, her dad had stopped serving Janie, so Tess was no more welcome at the hovel than I was, even if she was Sammi’s friend.

“Climb in,” I said. “Let’s grab a coffee.”

“I can’t. Stock arrived this morning and Dad needs my help. Can I catch up with you later?”

“Lunch?”

She nodded. Again, her gaze flickered toward the Ernst place. “I told Don about it, but he doesn’t seem to care.”

Staff Sergeant Don Riley was commander of the local Ontario Provincial Police detachment.

“What’d you tell him?” I asked.

“That Sammi and Destiny are gone.”

“Gone? When?”

“Sunday night. My dad says—” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I gotta go. Meet me at Larry’s? At noon?”

“Sure, but—”

She sprinted away, long hair flapping behind her. I thought of following, but the animosity between Janie and Rick Hargrave extended to Hargrave’s opinion of Sammi, and I knew Tess wouldn’t feel comfortable discussing her friend in front of him.

I glanced down the street at the OPP office. Most cops don’t have a problem with me. In fact, the “public safety” occupations—cops, military, firefighters, paramedics—form a large part of my lodge clientele. They might not agree with what I did, but they understand how it could happen. Don Riley and his sergeant, Rudy Graves, were among the exceptions. The first time we met, Riley told me I was a murdering bitch, no better than the man I’d killed. Our relationship had deteriorated from there. Yet, given the choice between spinning my wheels at the lodge and going a few rounds with Riley, I chose the latter.

 



 



When I walked into the tiny station that housed the White Rock OPP detachment, I bypassed the desk clerk, Maura, who wisely pretended she didn’t see me. There were three officers in the main room: Riley, Graves, and a new guy. Riley was in his usual place, leaning against the pillar in the center of the room. One of these days, after  years of straining to hold him up, it’s going to give way. With any luck, it’ll take him and Graves with it.

“Get out of my station, Stafford,” Riley said as I entered. “You aren’t welcome here.”

“It’s a public building,” I said. “Paid for by my tax money.”

The new guy scrambled for the door, saying something about fresh coffee. I stepped aside to let him pass, and murmured a greeting. He gave me a half-smile as he brushed past.

“What do you want, Stafford?” Riley said.

His hand moved to the butt of his gun, stance widening. I hummed the theme to The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. He turned on his heel and stomped into his office, slamming the door behind him.

Graves took his boss’s place, planting himself in my path.

“What do you want, Stafford?” he said, parroting his boss.

“I hear Sammi and her baby are missing.”

“No, they’re not!” Riley thundered from the back.

“You know, Don, you can eavesdrop better if you put a glass to the door. Come on, guys. Let’s cut the crap. I’m not here to cause trouble—”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Riley said, striding out. “Not in my town.”

I bit my tongue to keep from humming the Western theme again. “I’m worried about Sammi. Tess says she’s disappeared.”

“Really? Wow. Kid’s had a record since she was thirteen, gets herself knocked up at sixteen, and now she’s disappeared? There’s a shocker, eh, Rudy?”

Riley lumbered to Graves’s desk and thudded his bulk into the chair. He picked up a car magazine and thumbed through it.

“So you think she ran away?” I said. “How did she get out of town? Taxi? No, wait, we don’t have one. Bus? Train? Limo service? Hmmm, don’t have those, either.”

“She probably hot-wired a car,” Graves said. “That’s what she did the last time. Stole a cottager’s SUV and rolled it.”

“She went joyriding in a car with the keys left in the ignition. That was four years ago, and she hasn’t been in trouble since. Has someone reported a car stolen?”

“That’s privileged information.”

“In other words, no. Or else you’d be saying Sammi did  steal a car.” I perched on an empty desk. “Look, I’m concerned, okay? Don’t turn this into a pissing match. My employee has disappeared and I want to know if there’s any reason to worry. Have you spoken to Janie?”

“Why?” Graves said, crossing the room to stand in front of me. “Sammi Ernst is gone, big deal. The Ernsts don’t breed nothing but trash. Never have. If you were from around here, you’d know that. You feel sorry for that little baby? Look at Janie Ernst. I remember when she was a little baby herself, everyone saying how cute she was, how she’d be the one to break the cycle. But she wasn’t, was she? Just passed it on to her brat, who passed it on to hers.”

“Is that how you guys work around here? Decide who deserves help and who doesn’t?”

“You think we got nothing better to do than chase runaway kids?” Riley said. “We’ve got two cottage B&Es, a cougar on the loose—”

“Cougar?”

“Cougar, mountain lion, whatever. The point is—”

“We don’t have cougars around here.”

“No fucking kidding. Why do you think it’s a problem? It must have escaped from that zoo over on 55 and now we’ve got campers calling in, freaking out about hearing a cougar in the woods. You think we need that kind of trouble?”

“Is the zoo missing a cougar?”

“How the hell should I know?” Graves said.

I bit my tongue—hard—and stood. “If there’s a big cat out there, I’d like to know about it. I take guests into those woods and I’ve got enough trouble worrying about—”

“Had enough trouble with Sammi, too, didn’t you, Stafford? I think we’ve solved the case, Don. Sammi pissed Stafford off and she gave the kid permanent walking papers.” He pointed his forefinger between my eyes, cocking his hand into a gun. “Pow. The Stafford Special.”

I stared at his finger. Thought about breaking it.

I let myself savor the fantasy for ten seconds. Then I turned and walked out.

 



 



 



I walked back to Janie’s place and spent another ten minutes banging on the doors and windows. She didn’t answer. Big surprise there. Next I popped into the liquor store, paid Hargrave for yesterday’s beer, and told Tess I was heading to the diner. I had a half hour before she’d be off for lunch, but I went early and ordered coffee.

Of the half dozen people in Larry’s Diner that morning, two worked there and four spent so much time there  that Larry should have charged them rent. I sat at the counter with everyone else.

After the initial greetings, I lapsed into listening mode, hoping to hear something about Sammi so I could join the conversation rather than instigate it. After fifteen minutes of listening to the Myers brothers bitch about native land rights, I realized no easy segue was coming.

“Anyone hear what happened to Sammi?” I asked when Jason Myers paused for a caffeine refill. “She hasn’t been to work in two days.”

“Took off,” Jason said.

Everyone nodded.

His brother, Eric, leaned forward, jabbing his finger at the countertop in front of Larry, the diner owner. “Now, these Indians, we paid them for their land. If I sell my house to someone, my grandkids can’t come back fifty years later and say they got a bum deal and want it back.”

I could have pointed out the fallacy of this argument but, during my years in White Rock, I’d learned there were certain issues you didn’t debate with the locals.

“About Sammi,” I said. “Did she really run away?”

The Myers brothers shrugged in unison.

“Hey, Nadia,” Brett Helms called down the counter. “You see any sign of that cougar up your way?”

I shook my head. “Heard about it, though. It’s for real, then?”

“Guess so. Some kids camping over by the Potter place heard it. Came racing in here just before closing, huh, Larry?”

Larry nodded and poured fresh grinds into the coffeemaker.

“Scared shitless,” Brett said, laughing. “City kids. Said  they’d heard cougars on some wildlife show and they were sure that’s what it was.”

“Man, that’d be a trophy,” Eric said. “Think Don’ll let us hunt it?”

I tuned them out and sipped my coffee. Seventeen-year-old girl goes missing and no one even wonders why. But an escaped cougar? Now that’s news.
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Tess arrived ten minutes early. She only had a half hour before she needed to begin the drive to school. Tess was in her last year and had crammed in enough credits that she only needed to attend afternoon classes. Mornings were spent working with her dad to save for college.

We took a booth at the back and ordered burgers. When lunch arrived, Tess nibbled the crispy end off one fry, then stared down at the overflowing plate.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m not very hungry.”

“That’s okay. So the last time you saw Sammi was . . . ?”

“Sunday. I was driving home from my grandma’s, saw her walking to town from your place and gave her a lift. Kira and I usually stop by Sammi’s around ten, after Destiny’s asleep. That night, Sammi didn’t come out, so Kira snuck in the back door. Janie was passed out on the couch, and Sammi and Destiny weren’t home. Yesterday morning, I went back, ’cause I was worried, but Janie ran me off, said Sammi was gone and good riddance.”

“Did Sammi say anything unusual when you gave her a ride?”

Tess shook her head and blew her nose on the napkin.

“New boyfriend?” I asked.

Another head shake.

“What about Trent? Did they get back in contact? Maybe she followed him out to Vancouver.”

Tess made a noise of disgust. “That asshole couldn’t get away from here fast enough, get on with his new college life where no one knew he’d had a kid. Sammi would  never lower herself to going after him. And even if he asked her to, she’d tell him where to stuff it.”

“Did she make a new friend? Acquaintance?”

“No.”

“Did she say she wanted to leave?”

“No more than usual. She mentions it, but it’s the same old ‘God, I hate this town’ shit that we all say.”

“Had she said it more often recently?”

She shook her head. “Since she’s been working for you, she hasn’t said it as much. She has a plan now. Her mom makes her pay rent, but almost all the rest goes in the bank and she figures by the time Destiny’s ready for school, she’ll have enough to move to Oshawa or Kingston.”

She circled a fry through her ketchup, then set it down and looked at me. “She’s grateful, for the job and all. I’m sure she’s never said so, but she is. It’s just really hard on her. She wants to work, but she doesn’t want to leave Destiny with a sitter. Sammi . . . she pretty much raised herself and I tell her it’s not the same thing if she finds a good sitter, but to her it still feels like abandoning Destiny.”

“Maybe she saw your point and decided the problem was that she couldn’t find good child care here. In the city, that wouldn’t be as much of a problem.”

“I just... I don’t think she left.”

“Did she give you anything recently? An unexpected gift? Something she owned? Maybe seem more sentimental than usual?”

Tess paused to think, then shook her head.

“Did she start taking an interest in other places? Buying the city papers, looking for an apartment or a job?”

“No, she hates reading. She—” Tess lowered her voice. “She’s not very good at it.”

“Okay, so—”

“Wait. There was something. Not a job, really, but something she didn’t want anyone else to know.”

I leaned onto my elbows. “What?”

Tess glanced around, but no one was within ten feet of our booth. “There was this guy, a tourist, a few weeks ago when we had that warm spell. He saw Sammi and Destiny at the park. He worked for some modeling agency in Toronto. He told Sammi—”

“—she could be a model,” I finished.

“No, not Sammi. Destiny. His agency works with babies. He took a bunch of pictures of her, then wrote down Sammi’s number and said he’d call in a few days. Only he never did. She was real broken up about it. She’d hoped it might be a way to make extra money and get out of here even sooner.”

“Maybe she went to Toronto looking for him.”

“If she did, she would have taken her mom’s truck. But that’s not like Sammi, anyway. She doesn’t go begging.” She twisted her napkin. “I think someone took her.”

“Took her?”

“You know. A serial killer. A rapist. I told her she shouldn’t go walking the back roads at night, but she always laughed, you know. Said no one would grab a girl with a baby.”

My gut went cold. “When did Sammi do this?”

“Every night, around dusk. Said it was good for Destiny. The fresh air helped her sleep.”

“But we don’t know that Sammi went out Sunday night.”

Tess shot up straight, eyes gleaming fierce. “Yes, we do. That’s what I told Don. Kira’s mom saw Sammi walk past their place around eight. She went for her walk and she never came back. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell everyone.”

 



 



After lunch, I dropped Tess off at her car and told her I’d keep in touch. Then I drove the route she’d said Sammi usually took on her evening walk, and found nothing.

Next stop: talk to the person who’d last seen Sammi.

Meredith Desmond was Kira’s mother. They lived in a tidy bungalow outside town. Meredith and I got on fine. I’d decorated the lodge with her watercolors and made a point of sending guests to her home-based studio.

According to Meredith, Sammi had walked past around eight, roughly the same time she had every night this month. Meredith and her husband had been on the front swing, reading and enjoying the sunset. When Sammi walked past, Meredith called out a greeting, as usual. Sammi waved back, as usual. Then she kept going.

Unlike the other adults I’d spoken to so far, Meredith was concerned. Sammi was a good kid, she said. Pissed off at the world, but who’d blame her?

As for Tess’s theory, that Sammi had been picked up by a sexual predator, Meredith conceded anything was possible. But we hadn’t had such a killer around here since . . . well, since never. In this region, stranger rape wasn’t unheard of. Murder by a stranger, though, was so rare that neither of us could recall the last one.

Most likely, Meredith thought, Sammi had used her nightly routine as a launch pad for a planned disappearance. She’d taken Destiny on her usual walk, planning either to meet a ride or to swipe a summer car left at one of the big cottages over by the nearby Potter place. Maybe she’d hoped to stir up a little trouble with her sudden disappearance, make people sit up and take notice. Maybe even, for the first time in her life, she’d make her mother worry about her. If that was the case, I hoped she never learned the truth—that except for her friends, nobody seemed to care.

Still, something about that scenario rankled. If Sammi had trusted Tess with the secret about the photographer, wouldn’t she have at least hinted that she was leaving?

I didn’t like the “modeling photographer” idea, either. As a cop, I’d seen that routine too often. Pervert approaches teenage girl and asks her to “model” for him. So why target Destiny instead? Because anyone who’d spent five minutes with Sammi knew her world revolved around her baby. She was streetwise enough to see through any guy who offered to make her a star. But Destiny? That would be hard to resist. Maybe the guy had called and asked Sammi to meet him that night.

 



 



I wanted to walk Sammi’s route, but only made it as far as parking on the roadside, where I sat staring out the windshield.

Before Tess left, she’d cursed herself for not being more forceful with Sammi and insisting she stop her nighttime rambles. I’d reassured her that there’d been nothing she could do except give her advice. It had been up to Sammi to take it. But now, sitting here, Tess’s words came back. “I should have done something. It was my job,  you know? That’s the way we were, Sammi and me. She was the fun one, always getting into trouble. I followed along, and made sure that didn’t get out of hand. I kept her safe.”

I kept her safe.

It was my job.

How many times had I thought that about my cousin Amy? A year older than me, Amy had been my best friend from the time I was born, to hear our parents tell it. She was the one who knew how to have fun, and I was the one who kept it from getting out of hand.

I’d been thirteen the summer she’d decided we were old enough to take the train to the CNE, back in the days when it made a special stop at the big Toronto fair. My father thought we were too young. My uncle had laughed and slapped him between the shoulders.

“Nadia will keep them out of trouble. She always does.”

Dad had resisted, but I’d begged, and everyone told him he was being silly, my mother finally snapping in annoyance.

“Stop coddling the girl, Bill. How do you expect her to grow up when you’re always hovering over her? Are you going to drive her on dates, too?”

“Nah, he’ll order one of the new recruits to do it. In full uniform, with a squad car.” Uncle Eddie slapped my dad again. “Come on, Bill, let the girls have their fun.”

So we went. And we had fun. Innocent fun. Amy flirted with the carnies too much, but I managed to drag her attention elsewhere before they could ask for her phone number. I was interested in boys, too, but with me, the operative word was boy. Amy’s tastes ran dangerously  close to men, though none of her boyfriends yet had been more than a high school senior.
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