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“Yes, to dance beneath the diamond sky with one hand waving free.”

—Bob Dylan, 1965








PROLOGUE

The man was dead before he tumbled from the bridge.

Before his body hit the water.

Before propellers flayed his flesh like a deli meat slicer.

Earlier knowledge of these facts might have made a difference. Or not.

I’ll never know.
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SATURDAY, JUNE 29

The monster barreled in unannounced, a dense black predator devouring the unwitting summer night. Ruthless. Fire-breathing. Intent on destroying all in its path.

I was in its path.

I was going to die.

Boom!

Snap!

Thunder cracked. Lightning burst overhead and streaked toward a bobbing horizon, turning narrow swaths of sky a sickly yellow green.

Boom!

Snap!

Again and again.

The air smelled of ozone, angry water, oil, and mud.

I was hunkered low on the deck of a nineteen-foot Boston Whaler, wind whipping my jacket and hair, rain pounding my hunched shoulders and back. With all my might, I clung to a steel upright, desperate not to be flung overboard. Or electrically fried.

The boat belonged to Ryan’s buddy Xavier Rabeau, never one of my favorites. Ryan was in the stern. Rabeau was under cover in the center console. Of course, he was.

Rabeau’s twentysomething blonde, Antoinette Damico, lay in a fetal curl beside me. Though not yet hysterical, she was moving in that direction.

We were heaving and pitching in the middle of a roiling St. Lawrence River. The outboard was dead, overwhelmed by the ceaseless waves hammering it.

Later, meteorologists would speak of the climatic phenomenon in near reverent tones. They’d talk of microbursts and tornadoes. La microrafale et la tornade. They’d name the storm Clémence, either appreciative or ignorant of the irony in their choice. They’d explain in two languages how the impossible had happened in Montreal that night.

But a full postmortem was still in the future.

At that moment I could only grasp with all my strength, heart pounding in my chest, ears, and throat. All that mattered was staying aboard. Staying alive.

I knew little about boats, less about restarting an ancient Evinrude whose one hundred and fifty horses had all fled the stable. Badly wanting to help, I was helpless. So I cowered between the rear seats, bracing with my feet and white-knuckling the upright supports. Inwardly I cursed Rabeau, who’d been so focused on loading into the boat sacks of supermarket snacks and a cooler of iced beer—only beer—that he’d left every life jacket behind in the trunk of his car. Bastard.

I also cursed myself for failing to ask about safety vests before leaving the ramp. In my defense—not his, he owned the damn boat and should have been more responsible—when we boarded, the air was cool and dry, the few passing breezes as gentle on my skin as the brush of butterfly wings. A billion stars twinkled in a flawless sky.

We’ll have an incredible view of the fireworks, Ryan had said, excited beyond what seemed fitting for a fiftysomething ex-cop.

What could go wrong? Rabeau had said.

Everything.

When I lifted my head, drops sluiced down my face, watery javelins blurring my vision and stinging my cheeks. Never easing my grip, I raised up and pivoted on my toes.

Ryan was aft of me, tinkering with the rebellious motor. Though the downpour obscured most detail, I could see that his hair was flattened in places, wind-spiked and dancing in others. His long-sleeve tee was molded to his spine like the skin on a porpoise.

Snap!

Boom!

The boat lurched wildly. The cooler skidded, tumbled, then shot up and sailed over the starboard side. Easing back down onto my butt, I watched the perky blue YETI disappear, a cuboid shadow riding the ebony chop.

Around us, other boats were struggling to return to shore, their multicolored lights winking erratically through the veil of water. An overturned catamaran bobbed roughly twenty yards off our port side. Helpless. Like me.

Closing my eyes, I willed a safe landing for those on the cat. Hoped their captain had followed regs and provided life vests.

Beside me, Damico was alternating between crying and barfing, impressively, managing to do both simultaneously. She’d abandoned the first of the plastic Provigo sacks used to transport her boyfriend’s munchies and brews and was starting to fill the second. Now and then, when the deck reangled sharply, she’d wail and demand to be taken ashore.

Rabeau was rocking and rolling at his captain’s chair, feet spread, awaiting word from the stern. Each time Ryan called out, Rabeau tried the ignition. Over and over, the two repeated the sequence. Always with the same outcome.

Nothing.

Then the sound of Quebecois cursing.

Hostie!

Tabarnak!

Câlice!

Above the cacophony of wind and waves and male frustration, my ears picked up an almost inaudible sound. A high, mosquito-like whine. Distant sirens? A tornado warning?

I offered a silent plea to whatever water deities might be watching. Clíodhna, the Celtic goddess of the sea? Where the hell did that come from. Gran, of course. Christ, I was losing my mind.

The bow shot skyward, then dropped from the crest of a high wave into a trough.

Thwack!

A sound rose from Damico’s throat, a keening thick with silvery-green bile.

I reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder. She lowered the Provigo sack and turned to face me, mouth an inverted U, a slimy trail of drool hanging from each corner. Lightning sparked, illuminating the skeletal arch of the Jacques Cartier Bridge behind and above her.

I felt tremors of my own. Swallowed. Vowed not to succumb to nausea.

Not to die. Not like this.

Death is inevitable for us all. From time to time, we ponder our passing. Visualize those last moments before the final curtain. Perhaps because I’m in the business of violent death, my imaginings tend toward the dramatic. A tumbling fall and fractured bones. Popping flames and acrid smoke. Crumpled steel and shattered glass. Bullets. Nooses. Toxic plants. Venomous bites. I’m not morbid by nature. The odds are far greater that the climactic setting will include pinging monitors and antiseptically clean sheets.

I’ll admit it. I’ve considered every possibility for my closing scene. All but one.

The one I fear most.

I’ve viewed scores of bodies pulled, dragged, or netted from watery graves. Recovered many myself. Each time, I empathize with the terror the victim had endured. The initial struggle to stay afloat, the desperation for air. The dreaded submersion and breath-holding. The inevitable yielding and aspiration of water. Then, mercifully, the loss of consciousness, cardiorespiratory arrest, and death.

Not an easy way to go.

Point of information: I have a robust fear of drowning. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not afraid of rivers, lakes, and pools. Far from it. I body surf and water-ski. I swim laps for exercise. I’m not afraid of going into the water.

I’m afraid of not coming out.

Irrational, I know. But there you have it.

So why was I there, in an open boat, about to die during the mother of all storms?

Fireworks.

And love.



Summer had taken its sweet time arriving in Quebec that year.

April teased with warm days that nibbled away at the black-crusted snow. Then April did what April does. The fickle mercury would plunge, encasing lawns, driveways, streets, and sidewalks in a mud-colored slick of frozen meltwater.

May offered ceaseless cold rain delivered in a variety of ways. Mist from velvety hazes. Drizzle from indolent gray skies. Splatter, big and fat from low-hanging clouds. Drops driven by winds disdainful of tempo carports, canopies, and umbrellas.

As the first official day of summer approached, the weather gods had finally smiled. The sun had appeared, and daytime temperatures had managed to inch above seventy. Just in time.

L’international des Feux Loto-Québec, also known as the Montreal Fireworks Festival, a Montreal tradition, is one of the largest fireworks festivals in the world. Or so its organizers boast. I’ve never fact-checked. Every year, the extravaganza kicks off in late June.

Second point of information. My significant other is Lieutenant-détective Andrew Ryan, a former Sûreté du Québec homicide cop. Sort of former. More on that later. Ryan is a sucker for pyrotechnics. On any level. Black Cats. Lady Fingers. M-80s. Roman Candles. Bottle rockets. If it goes boom or shoots pinwheels, the man is enthralled. Go figure.

L’international des Feux competition is a world apart from the little poppers and streakers Ryan purchases to detonate in parking lots and fields. Each country’s performance is professionally choreographed, marrying music to the art exploding high above. The pyromusical presentations can be seen and heard for six consecutive Saturdays all across the city. Ryan loves them and rarely misses a performance.

I am a board-certified forensic anthropologist, practicing for more years than I care to admit. My career has been spent at death scenes and in autopsy rooms. I’ve observed firsthand the countless ways people harm other people and themselves. The follies in which humans engage to get themselves killed. One such folly is the mishandling of explosives. I am less of an enthusiast than my beau.

Face radiant with boyish excitement, Ryan had proposed viewing this year’s kickoff performance from the river. Since the fireworks are launched from the La Ronde amusement park, situated on Île Sainte-Hélène across from Montreal’s historic old port, the whole wondrous display would explode directly over our heads! Magnifique!

Next thing I knew, Voilà! We’d been invited onto Rabeau’s boat.

I must admit, the experience was moving, listening to “Ride of the Valkyries” or “Ode to Joy” as peonies, crossettes, and kamuras exploded high above. Ryan named and explained each.

Until Clémence showed up to kick ass.

So here we were. Without a motor. Without life vests. Soaked. Pitching and rolling and struggling to stay aboard a vessel far too small for the conditions. Easy pickings for lightning.

Then, through the wind and the waves and the furious thrumming of drops on fiberglass, my ears registered a sound that I’d been frantic to hear. Gulpy and unstable at first, the watery glugging gradually blended into a steady hum.

The boat seemed to tense, as if sensing new determination in the old Evinrude.

The humming gathered strength.

The vessel began moving with purpose, no longer at the whim of the turbulent rivière.

The humming intensified and rose in pitch.

The bow lifted and the little Whaler thrust forward, leaving a frothy white wake as she sliced through the chop.

Ryan crawled to join me for the rocky return to shore. Arm-wrapping my shoulders, he held me tight.

For the first time since the storm broke, I drew a deep breath.

Clémence was living up to her name. Taking mercy on us.

Our little party would survive.

Others wouldn’t be so lucky.
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THURSDAY, JULY 4

I woke early, feeling a bit melancholy and unsure why. Until I picked up my iPhone and noted the date.

Independence Day is my favorite American holiday. No feast to prepare or overeat. No baskets to fill and hide. No presents to wrap, ornaments to hang, or cookies to bake. Call me a grinch. But buy me a bucket of the Colonel’s finest and light a few sparklers and I’m happy as a kid at a carnival. Although, that morning, my enthusiasm for anything pyrotechnic was still at rock bottom.

Five days after her wild theatrics, Clémence was still a topic of conversation. In that brief interval, I’d learned more than I needed to know about microbursts and how they differ from tornados. Las microrafales et las tornades.

A microburst is a localized column of falling air within a thunderstorm. That’s the burst part. The plummeting downdraft is usually less than two and a half miles in diameter. That’s the micro part. As for the speed of those zephyrs, I’ve no idea of Clémence’s personal best, but winds produced by microbursts can reach up to 100 mph, equivalent to those of an EF-1 tornado.

Guess where Clémence smacked terra firma? Yup. Right around Rabeau’s little boat.

Some good did come from the whole debacle. Ryan agreed that we would no longer socialize with Xavier Rabeau and the vomitous Mademoiselle Damico.

By eight-thirty a.m., I was completing my third circuit of a network of small streets in Hochelaga-Maisonneuve, a working-class neighborhood just east of Centreville. Driving slowly, eyes alert, I passed a school, a small park, several convenience stores known in Quebec as depanneurs, and rows of iron staircase–fronted two- and three-flat buildings. Found not a millimeter of open curb.

On my fourth pass along rue Dufresne, I spotted the red flicker of a taillight halfway up the block, shot forward, and waited as a Ford Fiesta the size of my shoe maneuvered itself free. With much shifting and swearing, I managed to wedge my car into the vacated space.

Pleased with my small victory, and quite sweaty, I grabbed my laptop and briefcase and headed toward the Édifice Wilfrid-Derome, a thirteen-story glass-and-steel building renamed years ago to honor Quebec’s famous pioneer criminalist.

Not unreasonably, or out of stubbornness, many locals still call the structure the SQ building. The Laboratoire de sciences judiciaires et de médecine légale, the province’s combined medico-legal and crime lab, occupies the top two floors. The Bureau du coroner is on eleven. The morgue and autopsy suites are in the basement. All other footage belongs to the Sûreté du Québec, the provincial police. The SQ or QPP, depending on whether you lean francophone or anglophone. French or English.

Hurrying along the sidewalk, I could see the T-shaped behemoth looming over the quartier. Somehow, the brooding hulk looked wrong against the cheery blue sky.

And cheery it was.

Summer was in full command now, the days hot and muggy, the nights starry and sultry. After the long, bleak winter and the year’s heartless spring, les Montréalais were delighting in their town’s balmy rebirth.

Bare-shouldered women and pasty-legged men in Bermudas and sandals sipped endless iced coffees and drank pitchers of Molson at tables dragged onto walkways and patios by bar propriétaires and restaurateurs. Cyclists and rollerbladers filled the bike paths paralleling the city’s thoroughfares and waterways. Pram-pushers, joggers, students, and dogwalkers formed colorful streams flowing in both directions along les rues Ste-Catherine, St-Denis, St-Laurent, and nearby boulevards.

Festivals had begun cascading in quick succession. Les Franco Folies de Montréal. The Formula 1 Grand Prix du Canada. The International Jazz Festival. The Festival International Nuits d’Afrique. Just for Laughs. Montréal Complètement Cirque.

The season had been a long time coming. Knowing it wouldn’t tarry, the populace was embracing it with a gusto lacking in my native North Carolina.

But there’d be no strolling, lemonade sipping, or picnicking for me today. I was heading to an autopsy room to examine dead babies.

Feeling melancholy. On the Fourth of July.

Don’t misunderstand. I enjoyed Canada Day and Saint-Jean-Baptiste—La fête nationale du Québec. Great fun. But neither was a star-spangled birthday party like the Fourth.

Get over it, Brennan.

Entering the lobby, I swiped my security pass, swiped it again in the elevator, at the entrance to the twelfth floor, and at the glass doors separating the medico-legal wing from the rest of the T. Tight security? You bet.

The corridor was quiet early on a Thursday morning. As I passed windows opening onto microbiology, histology, and pathology labs, I could see white-coated men and women working at microtomes, desks, and sinks. Several waved or mouthed greetings through the glass. Marcel, one of the new technicians, might have said “Joyeux quatre juillet.” Happy Fourth of July.

I returned their greetings with a quick wave and continued to the anthropology/odontology lab, the last in the row. After placing my laptop and briefcase on the desk and stowing my purse in a drawer, I slipped into a lab coat, collected the box of bones that I’d recently recovered, and carried it to my examination table.

Steeling myself for the upcoming task, and barring all thoughts of my daughter, Katy, when she was an infant, I arranged what was left of the first tiny skeleton. There was little to arrange. When finished, I began on the next.

I’d been sorting and rearticulating for almost two hours when I sensed, more than heard, a presence at my back. A skill I’ve developed over years of interaction, perhaps relying on the detection of olfactory cues, among them the faint smell of pipe tobacco. I turned.

“Bonjour, Temperance.” LaManche greeted me in his precise Parisian French. Of all my acquaintances, only he insists on using the formal version of my name. No shortening to Tempe for him.

“Bonjour,” I replied. “Comment ça va?”

“Ça va.”

From the look on his face, things weren’t going as well as he claimed. Maybe. The old man’s hound-dog features whittled deep by vertical creases made him hard to read.

A word about my boss.

Dr. Pierre LaManche has been a pathologist since God invented dirt, le directeur of the medico-legal section of the LSJML for as long as I’ve worked there. I couldn’t have guessed his age when we first met. Still can’t. He’s older now, obviously, a little more stooped, but still a man of impressive stature. And stealth.

Either by intent or habit, perhaps one having matured into the other, LaManche moves with a stillness that allows him to appear without notice. He wears crepe-soled shoes and keeps his pockets free of coins and keys. No squeaking. No jingling. Some find this lack of auditory forewarning unsettling.

“I’m about to begin on the infants from Sainte-Agathe,” I said, assuming LaManche was there for a preliminary report on my previous two days’ activities. Following a phone tip, he’d sent me with a team from Service de l’identité judiciaire, Division des scènes de crime, Quebec’s version of CSI, to search the basement of a farmhouse in a rural area in the Laurentians.

“There are four in all, correct?” LaManche asked glumly, arms folded across his chest.

I nodded. “Each was buried in some sort of small container. Maybe a shoe box. I was able to salvage several scraps of what appears to be cardboard.”

“Have you a rough estimate of when these poor babies perished?”

“My first impression is that the deaths occurred over time, with none being recent.” I hesitated. “But—”

“Of course.” Knowing I dislike being asked for an opinion before completing my full analysis, LaManche raised two gnarled hands, palms toward me. “I apologize. Take your time. I will not rush you.”

“I’m seeing no evidence of trauma. I may not be able to determine cause of death.”

“Such a sad business. But that is not why I’m here.”

I waited.

“Witnesses have reported seeing a man struck by lightning while observing the fireworks last Saturday night. You may recall there was a violent storm?”

Oh, yeah.

“The man was watching from the Jacques Cartier Bridge. When struck, he pitched from the safety grating onto which he’d climbed and into the river. Although the crowd was dispersing hurriedly, many witnessed the incident.”

“Does anyone know who he was?”

“No. Apparently, he was alone. Attempts to recover a body began on Sunday. The effort proved unsuccessful until today.”

Merde.

I knew what was coming.

“First thing this morning, I received a call from Jean-Claude Hubert.” LaManche referred to Quebec’s chief coroner. “Monsieur Hubert said that his office had been contacted by an SPVM officer named Roland Plante. Constable Plante stated that at 0730 this morning he responded to a report of a body in the Bickerdike Basin. Do you know it?”

“It’s a ferry dock in the old port?”

“It is some manner of dock. Constable Plante said that he drove to the basin and met with a boater named Ernest Legalt. Fairly certain that Legalt was correct and that human remains were present at the site, Plante called the coroner.”

Again. Dragging corpses from water is one of my least favorite chores.

“I hate to send you to death scenes twice in one week, but…”

Dipping his chin and raising his brows, which resembled bushy gray caterpillars hugging his orbits, LaManche let the unstated request hang between us.

“Of course,” I said.

“Assess the situation, s’il vous plaît. If the remains are human, and you suspect there is a possibility of recovering more, I will request a search boat and divers.”

“I’m on it.”

“Would you like transport?”

“No. Thanks. I’ll drive myself.”



Twenty minutes later I was back in my car. Passing under the Pont Jacques-Cartier, I thought of the man struck by lightning while standing on the structure. I wondered how he’d managed to get onto the overhead guard rail and fall into the water.

Heading west on Viger, I passed the Molson brewery that sprawled along the river to my left, then accelerated past the round tower of the Radio-Canada building. I followed signs toward Boulevard Robert Bourassa and the Ponts Champlain and Victoria. Montreal is an island, thus the abundance of bridges.

I exited onto Chemin des Moulins and, after a bit of U-turn maneuvering, was skimming along Avenue Pierre-Dupuy, a narrow strip of pavement bisecting a pointy spit of land ending at Dieppe Park. Ahead on the right were several high-end condo complexes, beneficiaries of the spit’s large green spaces. I recognized Tropiques Nord and Habitat 67, an address that Ryan had once called home.

Ahead on the left was Bickerdike Basin, a man-made rectangle of water carved from the St. Lawrence River between the green spit and a massive concrete pier. Shoreward from the pier was another basin, shoreward of that the lower reaches of the old port.

The road ended in an expansive parking area surrounded by chain-link fencing. Eighteen-wheelers and smaller trucks waited here and there, some with cargo containers, some without. Ahead, on the basin’s near end, a container-handling gantry crane rose high into the sky, a colossal and extraordinarily complex arrangement of cables and beams and other components I couldn’t possibly name.

To the right of the crane, an opening in the fencing gave onto a strip of pavement that sloped downward, then continued as a single lane paralleling the right side of the basin. A sign warned: Defense d’entre sans autorisation. No entry without authorization.

Reinforcing the sign’s sentiment, an SPVM cruiser sat blocking the narrow access point, light bar strobing the area red and blue. A uniformed officer stood beside his vehicle, gesturing with both arms that I reverse and proceed no farther. Rolling to a stop, I alighted and walked toward him.

The officer spread his feet and planted his hands on his hips. He was not smiling. He probably didn’t want to be there, with the heat, the screeching gulls, the smell of oil, dead fish, and algae. Well, neither did I.

“You may not approach, madame. You must move on.” A small brass badge above his shirt pocket identified him as Const. Plante.

“I’m Dr. Brennan,” I said, pulling my ID from my pocket. “LSJML.”

“You work for the coroner?” Dubious does not do justice to Plante’s tone and expression.

I handed him the ID. “I am the anthropologue judiciaire.”

Plante studied the plastic rectangle for so long I thought he might be memorizing the contents. He looked from the photo to my face, back at the photo. Returning the ID, he nodded, still unsmiling.

“Have you seen the body?” I asked.

“Such as it is.”

“Is Monsieur Legalt still here?”

“Yes. But don’t expect much.”

With those puzzling statements, Plante turned and headed down the ramp.
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As in many locations, questions of jurisdiction can be tricky in Montreal. The city lies on a small hunk of land in the middle of the St. Lawrence River. The Service de Police de la Ville de Montréal, the SPVM, handles policing on the island itself. Off the island, the job falls to local departments, or to the provincial force, La Sûreté du Québec, the SQ. Though coordination isn’t always great, the system works.

Bickerdike Basin sat squarely on the island. Thus, the SPVM and the less than genial Constable Plante.

Plante strode with a speed and determination that radiated his desire to wrap things up quickly. I followed, hauling my unwieldy recovery kit. The added poundage meant I had to struggle to keep pace. The heat—by then the temperature was in the mid-eighties—didn’t help.

To our right ran a high concrete wall topped by a bike path and Avenue Pierre-Dupuy. At intervals, heaped tires cluttered the wall’s base where it met the pavement. Between the heaps, here and there, parked vehicles brooded in the narrow strip of midday shade.

To our left lay the basin. We passed what looked like a floating boat launch, then a couple of barge-like vessels, a tug. Maybe a tug. As I’ve admitted, I’m less than an expert in nautical taxonomy.

Ahead, beyond Plante, a man smoked and paced beside a red-and-white cabin cruiser with two big outboards riding its stern. Even from a distance I could tell that el capitan wasn’t big on elbow grease.

I assumed the pacing man was Ernest Legalt. Legalt’s body language suggested that he, like the constable and I, would rather be elsewhere.

We’d gone a hundred yards when Plante raised a hand to his mouth and blasted one short piercing whistle. Legalt pivoted our way, sun flashing blue off his aviator shades.

Plante reached Legalt well before me and spoke words I was still too far off to catch. Legalt took a seriously long drag of his smoke, flipped the butt into the basin, and exhaled slowly.

A minute later, I joined the two men, not panting, but breathing much harder than I would have preferred. Setting down the cumbersome case, I swept damp bangs from my forehead.

Legalt eyed me for a full three seconds. Failing to find my appearance reassuring, or wishing to hide the fact that he was nervous as hell, he dropped his eyes to his shoes, a pair of flip-flops that had probably once been purple.

I couldn’t blame the man for finding me lacking. Having dressed and coifed for a day with exhumed infant bones, I wore jeans and a tee that said Science doesn’t care what you believe in. My hair was yanked into a structurally unsound topknot. The sprint at Plante’s heels had done nothing to improve the already slapdash look.

But Legalt wouldn’t be winning a beauty prize, either. My first impression: the guy looked like an escapee from a deep fryer. His skin was brick red, his hair the color of a week-old French fry, his body muscular in a ropey, sinewy way. His outfit—a dingy wife-beater over frayed jeans whose pocket linings hung below the point at which the legs had been scissored off—lived up to the low fashion bar that I’d set.

Before I could speak, Legalt jabbed a thumb toward the boat tied to a cleat beside us. Half a thumb. Everything past the proximal joint was missing.

“Bonjour. Comment ça va?” Hi. How are you?

Legalt did not return my greeting or query my health. “It’s aft.”

“You are Monsieur Legalt?” I phrased it as a question.

Tight nod. The aviators winked blue.

“I’m Dr. Temperance Brennan.” I held out a hand. Legalt ignored it.

“My motors is probably fucked.”

“La madame has come from the Bureau du coroner.” I let the error go. Plante’s intro was close enough to the truth. And more understandable to the layman.

Legalt said nothing.

“The Grésillent is yours, sir?” Up close, I could see the name in scrolly letters on the algae-crusted hull. Sizzling.

Legalt nodded again.

“May I ask why you chose to tie up in Bickerdike Basin?”

“I told all this to the cop.” Head tip toward Plante, who’d distanced himself to speak into his mobile. “He wrote it down.”

“I’d like to fully understand the situation,” I said.

Legalt raised the mangled hand to harvest a fleck of tobacco from one lip. Flicked the fleck. Compressed the lips.

Above us, a motorcycle roared by on Pierre-Dupuy. A car door slammed, and an engine started up.

“Sir?” I prodded.

The cerulean lenses focused on me. Reluctant. “I was meeting a fishing buddy. Last minute, the bastard canceled.”

Legalt’s French was heavily accented, his word endings swallowed in the manner of the upriver Québécois. I had to listen carefully.

“Can you describe what you saw?” I asked.

Legalt rolled his head, probably his eyes. Hard to tell with the aviators.

“Sir?”

To my relief, Legalt switched to English. Mostly English.

“I’m moored twenty, maybe thirty minutes when a shit ton of gulls starts mobbing my outboards. Forty, fifty, maybe more. For a while, I ignored them. What the hell? Gulls is gulls. But these bastards was screaming and flapping and fighting like someone set fire to their balls. I’m bored waiting for Guillaume, le connard, so I go to the stern to see pourquoi le fou.”

Overhead, a gull cawed, perhaps disagreeing with Legalt’s portrayal of Laridae behavior. Perhaps offended by his reference to the “asshole” friend. Or their genitals.

“And?” I prompted.

“A mother lode of crap was caught in my blades. Figuring it was the usual river shit, I start poking around trying to cut it loose. Then I whack something lourd.”

Lourd. Heavy. That didn’t sound good.

Legalt pulled a pack of Player’s from the pocket of his cut-offs, shook it, grasped one of the remaining cigarettes with his lips. Slipping matches from below the cellophane, he lit up, inhaled, and, with a twist of his mouth, blew the smoke side-ways.

In my peripheral vision, I noted Plante checking his watch.

“Go on,” I urged.

“What the hell? I go to poking some more.”

Legalt paused for another round with his Player’s. A long one.

“Yes?”

Legalt shrugged. “I figure maybe it could be my lucky day. Salvage from the sea, ya know?”

I didn’t. “And then?”

“Eventually, I see that the thing inside is slimy and white. And it’s reeking like a son of a bitch. I know what a rotting carcass looks like, so I reckon it’s a dead animal or fish. I’m trying to flip it, when what do I see but a freaking foot!”

“Which you believed to be human.”

“Tabarnak! Les orteils was pointing right at me!” Perhaps visualizing the moment the toes appeared, perhaps seeking divine protection, Legalt crossed himself quickly, ciggie still cupped in his hand.

“What did you do next?”

“What you think? I got off the goddam boat.”

“That’s when you called the SPVM?”

Legalt nodded, cheeks pinched as he drew another blast of carcinogen into his lungs.

“Did you touch or manipulate the remains in any way?”

“Êtes-vous fou?”

I took his “are you crazy?” as a firm “no.”

“Can you show me what you found?”

Legalt looked as though I’d suggested he inject himself with polonium-210.

“May I have permission to board?” I asked.

“Knock yourself out.”

Plante must have been listening. When I turned, he was already in motion.

“Monsieur Legalt prefers to remain ashore,” I said.

“Reste ici!” Plante ordered Legalt, not at all gently. Stay here!

Positioning himself beside the Grésillent’s bow, Plante extended an arm. The swells were modest but with aspirations, the boat rocking some, so I took his hand. The last thing I wanted was to stumble in front of these two.

Straddling the gap maintained by a pair of rubber fenders, I swung my legs over the gunwale and hopped onto the deck. Rail grasped in one hand, I indicated my case with the other. After Plante handed it to me, I made my way aft, bracing against the cabin wall for balance.

The long-handled hook lay where it had rolled when Legalt bolted, a jumble of flora still caught on the working end. Flies had gathered above the jumble, darting and whining, sun iridescent on their blue-green bodies.

Though faint, the odor coming from the object of their interest was unmistakable. Mixing with the briny mélange of saltwater and decaying vegetation was the sweet, fetid scent of decomposing flesh.

I was flipping the clasps on my case when Plante joined me. He watched as I shot pics. Gloved. Masked.

When I squatted, the flies rose in a whining cloud of protest. Ignoring them, and the water bugs, snails, and occasional crab clinging to or scuttling from the knotted mess, I observed closely. And understood the source of the smell.

Caught in the slimy strands of kelp and seaweed were soggy chunks of varying shapes and sizes. Pale and bloated, they stood out in sharp contrast to the sea-darkened vegetation. I recognized them as scraps of rotting flesh.

Stomach knotted, I rose.

“Might there be a net on board?” I asked while shooting more photos.

“Un instant.”

Plante descended into the cabin. I heard rattling, a thunk, then he returned with a tool that appeared far too short for the job I envisioned. I eyed it skeptically but said nothing.

After freeing the boat hook of any remaining vegetation, I grasped the handle two-handed and moved farther aft. Plante followed. Together we peered down over the stern.

Legalt’s description had been dead-on. A “mother lode of crap” jammed the space between the outboards, rising and falling with the movement of the water.

Lowering the long pole, I positioned the hook and began to lever as hard as I could. The gulls, clearly displeased, squawked and circled low overhead.

After much maneuvering and an abundance of perspiration and unspoken cursing, the cluster of seaweed, kelp, and branches reluctantly yielded and popped free.

There was little current in the basin. Still, I didn’t want the tangle to bob off and be carried away from the boat. Or, worse, to sink. Reaching out, I snagged one sturdy-looking loop of stem.

The bundle rolled.

Four toes pointed skyward.

The flesh was mottled green and white, and bone showed where portions had been lost to scavengers. Still, Legalt was right. Les orteils were unquestionably human.

Wordlessly, Plante thumbed a button on the net in his hands. Its telescoping handle extended to full length.

Way to go, constable.

As I kept the seaweed snarl as still as possible, Plante tried scooping it into the net.

Sounds easy. It wasn’t. It took at least a dozen tries to bring the slop aboard.

Plante and I watched murky water run outward from our catch and darken the deck. Even in the open air, the smell of putrefaction was almost overwhelming.

Overhead, the gulls screamed. Closer in, the flies flew into a frenzy.

Again, Plante descended into the cabin. This time he returned with a tarp.

I watched him unfold and spread the makeshift covering, knowing his effort might deter the gulls. But not the flies. I had no doubt that the dogged females would find a way in. That they would gleefully oviposit. That their eggs would render my upcoming task even less pleasant.

Pulling my phone from my pocket, I hit a speed dial entry.

LaManche answered immediately.

“Oui, Temperance. Things are going well?”

“Sizzling.”

“Pardon?”

“Never mind. Send a van.”

“Alors. The remains are human?”

“They are.”

“Is it the man from the bridge?”

“Impossible to say.”

“Is the body intact?”

“Far from it.”

“Shall I redeploy the marine search team?”

“Without delay.”
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I stayed to oversee the transfer of the seaweed bundle and its grim contents from Legalt’s boat to a coroner’s van. While making sure that process unfolded properly, I also observed a team of divers as they searched Bickerdike Basin.

LaManche phoned at two and again at three. Each time I reported that nothing more had been found. On the second call, he encouraged me to return to the LSJML, but was persuaded by my suggestion that I remain on scene in case questions arose.

Good decision. In the next five hours the basin yielded seven additional hunks of algae-coated flesh. Three were human. Four were not, and of questionable species affiliation. Possibly the partial fore and hind legs of a pig.

Ryan rang at five. I told him I planned to hang in as long as the divers kept working. Said I’d text when leaving the port. He promised a home-cooked dinner. Other services of a much more personal nature.

At eight, the team leader, a tall skinny guy named Pen Olsen, ordered a halt until morning. I was disappointed that we’d recovered so little. Still, I was hot, tired, and grubby. Not really unhappy to call it a day.

I drove toward home in a thickening dusk. A perk of summer at the forty-fifth latitude north. The sun lingers late, often departs with the splashy brilliance of a Rothko.

Beyond my windshield, the city was turning itself over to night. Windows oozed yellow from the two- and three-flats in Griffintown, eerie blue from the Centreville skyscrapers rising beyond them. Neon beckoned its gaudy welcome from overhanging signs and tubes surrounding tavern doors and windows along the way.

Hooking a left onto Boulevard René-Lévesque, I sensed the usual thoughts and emotions coloring my outlook. I felt sadness for the person surfacing piecemeal from the river. But also hope that the new day would prove more fruitful.

A series of images flitted at the edge of my consciousness. A figure. A bridge. Ruptured webs of lightning writhing overhead and sparking tentacles earthward.

The body parts that I’d bagged and tagged—the foot, the segments of a leg and an arm—suggested a fully-grown adult. The bone visible below the bloated and mangled flesh looked robust, but not overly so. I was unsure if we were recovering a male or a female. Was it the man struck down during Clémence? Or was the river yielding some other unfortunate fallen from a boat, shoreline, or bridge?

I also felt compassion for those whose lives would forever be changed by news of this death. I knew how that would go. I’d witnessed—and at times participated in—the heartbreaking telling. I’d seen the initial look of perplexity, denial, or disbelief. Eventually, the widened eyes. With comprehension, the stoic silence, tears, or physical collapse. There is no proper or predictable response. Reactions to loss are as varied as the swirls and ridges on a human thumb.

Finally, I felt the resolve that comes with each new case. I didn’t know this victim. Had no idea his or her appearance. His or her hopes and dreams, accomplishments, or failures. But already I was committed to unraveling the mystery of his or her passing.

As I plunged into my building’s underground garage, my stomach growled at a pitch probably heard in the Carolinas. My thoughts shifted from corpses to cuisine.



Sylvain greeted me, epaulettes overreaching the span of his bony shoulders.

“Bon soir, Dr. Brennan. Long day, eh?” Like Legalt and many Francophone Montrealers, Sylvain speaks to Anglophones in a mélange of French and English. Franglaise.

“A very long day,” I agreed.

Sylvain walked to a bank of elevators and thumbed a button. Waited the millisecond it took for a car to arrive. Smiled me through the immaculate mirrored doors.

I ascended to the fifteenth floor and crossed to our condo.

That last—a simple declarative sentence—is loaded with a double-barreled whammy about major changes in my life. Let’s parse.

First barrel: Fifteenth floor. For decades I occupied a small, ground-level apartment with a shotgun kitchen and French doors accessing a courtyard on one side and a tiny lawn on the other. I am now co-owner of a three-bedroom condo in a posh new high-rise complete with marble-floored lobby and uniformed doorman.

Second barrel: Our. Except for my cat, Birdie, and the occasional encampment by my daughter, Katy, I’ve lived solo since separating from my ex some time back in the Neolithic. I now have a roommate on both ends of my geographically complicated life. That roommate is Andrew Ryan.

How did this happen, you wonder?

After years of ducking Ryan’s pressure for greater commitment from me—including repeated marriage proposals—I finally succumbed and agreed to cohabitation.

As proof of my pledge to this new living arrangement, I gave notice to the landlord of my beloved wee flat. Ryan sold his pad at Habitat 67. I undertook construction of an addition to the annex in Charlotte, and le monsieur and I began looking at condos in Montreal.

Endless condos.

After a multitude of fruitless realtor-guided outings, and swayed by the glorious floor-to-ceiling windows spanning the unit’s entire south side, we purchased a property that significantly exceeded our agreed-upon budget. More burgers and fewer steaks, we told ourselves. Nights at home not out on the town.

As with my previous address, my current one is squarely in Centreville, a precondition upon which I’d been inflexible. No burbs for this uptown gal. But beyond that single commonality, the new digs are light-years distant in terms of amenities. Stainless-steel appliances. TV embedded in my bathroom mirror. Built-in espresso extravaganza. Smart panels that do everything but brush my teeth.

Lollapalooza view that is worth every penny.

And the available pennies have been more than anticipated. My income, though far from colossal, is solid. Ryan’s PI business, formed in partnership with former Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department homicide detective Erskine “Skinny” Slidell, is doing quite well.

Life offers few pleasures greater than the aroma of simmering food when arriving home at the end of a grueling day. That pleasure greeted me upon opening the door of 1532. Garlic? Maybe oranges? Definitely bread.

“Honey, I’m home!” Dorky, I know. But Ryan and I never tire of using the weary old meme.

No response. Of course not. Atroce was blasting full force from every speaker in the condo.

“Hello!” I shouted over the screaming instrumentals.

Nothing.

“Bird?”

More nothing from the cat.

Setting my purse on the sideboard, I followed my nose.

Ryan was in the kitchen, wearing an apron and stirring something in a pot on the Wolf cooktop. Birdie was at his feet, eyes intent on the chef’s every move. Neither acknowledged my entry.

I crossed to Ryan and placed a hand on his back. When he turned, startled, I gestured that he lower the volume of the music. Sort of music. I’m not a fan of death metal. Ryan and the cat love the stuff.

Ryan did as requested, returned, and wrapped me in a hug.

“Comment ça va, ma chère?” he purred into one of my ears.

Not awaiting an answer, he stepped back, nose pinched as though encountering a toxic odor. Which, undoubtedly, it was.

“Eau de dead flounder?” he asked.

“Hilarious.” I was too tired for a clever retort. “What’s for dinner?”

Ryan put on an exaggerated Parisian maître d’ snob accent: “After la madame enjoys a shower, her meal shall await.”

“Tell me it’s not seafood,” I said.

“It’s not seafood.”

Birdie looked disappointed.



Also among life’s pleasures is the combo of cascading hot water and scented bath products. Wishing to avoid anything even hinting of a maritime theme, I went with amber orange shampoo, body gel, and lotion. Perhaps inspired by whatever culinary marvel Ryan was concocting.

Fifteen minutes later I was back in the kitchen, smelling like something that grows only on trees in Seville. Ryan gestured me to the dining room. The glass table—one of the very few items to make the transition from my old place—was set for two. Place mats. Napkins in holders. Side salads. Candles. Cat seated at the far end.

With a theatrical flourish, Ryan centered a plate on each of the mats. “Voilà! Chicken à l’orange with jasmine rice!”

Birdie’s nose went into hyperdrive, but his four paws remained primly on the chair seat. House etiquette if he wished to be included at meals.

The food was delicious. The dessert, pistachio gelato, perhaps even better.

While eating, we kept the conversation light. No talk of violent death or putrefying corpses. Mainly we discussed options for an upcoming vacation. I wanted a destination featuring white sand and beaucoup soleil. Ryan was thinking mountains, and trails, and hiking boots. We agreed on one thing. The time was growing close. We had to reach a decision.

After a hasty cleanup, we made espresso and moved to the two leather chairs positioned to maximize the panorama that had so beguiled us.

And still did.

A nightscape of shadowy hills and valleys, tail- and headlight-streaked roads, and dimly lit quartiers spread from rue Sherbrook at our feet to the distant St. Lawrence, now an ebony ribbon dotted at intervals with inverted pink vapor cones.

Birdie dozed on the ottoman by my feet, belly full of chicken scraps and ice cream. Neither he nor Ryan had queried my day. I appreciated that. But, inevitably, the shimmery black riverine swath triggered images of what awaited me at the morgue. Setting my tiny cup on its tiny saucer, I told Ryan about the body parts we’d found at Bickerdike Basin.

“You’ll head to the port again tomorrow?” he asked.

“I don’t think so. The team leader is a guy named Pen Olsen. Do you know him?”

“Olsen and I worked a few cases back in the day. He seemed like a bright guy.”

“That was my impression. Before leaving, Olsen and I devised a plan. If a diver finds anything that looks even remotely human, he’ll shoot me video and pics. Should I be unable to make a call from the images, he’ll send the remains to the morgue.”

“They’ll love you at intake. Nothing says pungent like a decomposing squid.”

“That I could probably spot, squids being invertebrates and having their arms attached to their heads and all. Anyway, I’ll leave diving to the team and get started on what we’ve already recovered. How about you? Are you still working the great electronics heist?”

“Wrapped up today.”

“That was fast. Did the store owner get her property back?”

“She did.”

“Did the cops make an arrest?”

“They did.”

“The night guard was assaulted. Is he all right?”

“Interesting question.”

When Ryan didn’t elaborate, I poked: “Are you trying to annoy me?”

“The security guard said the intruders entered through a basement window, beat the crap out of him, and tied him to a chair. When he managed to escape, he dimed nine-one-one.”

“Poor guy.”

“Since the total loss was less than a thousand bucks, the cops told the unhappy proprietor to basically kiss it off. At least that was her version.”

“Seriously?”

“That’s what she said.”

“Is that likely true?”

Ryan waggled a hand. Maybe yes, maybe no.

“That’s why she called you.”

“It is. Turned out my grand-mère could have cracked this case.”

“Your grandmother was a PI?”

Ryan ignored that. “These guys weren’t exactly geniuses when it came to a redistribution plan. Took me less than two days to locate the stolen goods.”

“Let me guess. A pawn shop?”

Ryan nodded. “The brain trust was composed of the security guard, his cousin, and a fence in Longueuil. Another cousin.”

“All off to the slammer.”

“Probably not for long.”

“What’s up for you tomorrow?” I asked.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.”

I raised my brows in question.

Leaning forward, Ryan took both my hands in his.

His next statement shocked me.
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