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THE TUXEDOED MAN
CHAPTER 1
Kate Williams squinted at the two HazMat guys as they scurried around the derailed freight train, their headlamps bobbing like will-o’-the-wisps over the snow-packed, night-shrouded prairie. In their blue HazMat suits and helmets, they looked like astronauts exploring the remains of an abandoned civilization on a cold, long-dead world.
At least, that’s what they would have looked like if it weren’t for the half-dozen victims milling around them, tugging on their suits, crying out for their attention.
While the drama unfolded only a hundred yards from where Kate and the other emergency responders stood on the shoulder of the closed Trans-Canada Highway, she had to strain to hear what was happening at the crash site. Between the constant radio chatter, the shouted observations of the dozen men and women huddling with her on the wind-polished highway, and the constant background hum of vehicle engines all around her, she could barely make out the increasingly shrill shouting of the walking wounded.
There would be no help for those poor people until the HazMat guys determined that the scene was safe for the responders. She hoped no one would freeze to death while they waited.
Ice fog rolled in from the Assiniboine River, settling in low-lying areas, further obscuring visibility. Or maybe that was wood smoke from nearby Burndale.
Jon Avramson, Mendenhall’s fire chief, had organized his men in teams to carry the equipment that would free the passengers trapped in the Blueline bus. It had been T-boned by the train and pushed hundreds of yards past the railroad crossing. Kate counted six still figures lying in the snow around the wreck, where they had been thrown by the impact. There was no telling how many more were on the other side, out of sight.
The paramedics were distributing backboards to any responder with free hands. There wouldn’t be enough boards, but she could already hear sirens coming from the west. That would be Brandon’s emergency responders coming to help. She hoped Winnipeg would show up soon — they were going to need the help.
She glanced down at the accident site. If she was cold, what was it like for the passengers trapped inside the bus? What about those still, still figures lying in the snow?
Next to her, a paramedic kept repeating into a megaphone, “If you can walk, please move to the flag. Move to the flag.” His voice sounded tinny and barely cut through the din.
The HazMat guys had planted a post with a flag a hundred feet away from the wreck. It had a battery-operated repeating light at the top to attract attention, but the light kept stuttering in the brutal cold and Kate expected it to fail at any moment.
The wreck looked stable enough to her. The locomotive and an empty flatbed car were still upright but the other two railcars had had flipped over. It could have been worse. It could have been a passenger train. Kate’s concern focused on the bus that the train had broadsided. The train had crushed the middle of the bus, wrapping both ends around the locomotive. The bus’s headlights were still on, illuminating tendrils of ice fog and two dark shapes slumped and unmoving in the snow.
If anyone cried for help from the destroyed bus, she couldn’t hear them. The crash site was down an embankment that flattened out to the railroad bed, about halfway between the highway and the forest beyond. Not that far. Not beyond help, if they could only get there.
Red lights flashed from fire trucks, ambulances, and squad cars, reflecting off the snow and against the forest beyond the crash site, which could probably be seen from space. It was two-thirty on a frigidly cold Manitoba morning in February and ice fog had deposited a layer of black ice on the highway. Only a fool or a trucker would be out in these conditions.
“What the hell is taking so long?” muttered Avramson next to her. The fire chief was a burly man made even burlier by his insulated firefighter suit. His attention was fixed on his two men down at the crash site. The Brandon sirens were getting closer, but Kate couldn’t hear anything coming from Winnipeg. What was taking Bert’s crew so long?
Bert Langdon, Deputy Chief of the Winnipeg Police Department, was supposed to have been here fifteen minutes ago.
She sensed Avramson’s gaze on her but ignored him. For tonight, she wasn’t the chief of police. Constable Boychuk was acting chief of police. Once he determined that the crash wasn’t actually a crime scene, Avramson could take over. But Dan Boychuk couldn’t get down to the scene until the HazMat guys gave the all clear.
Although, frankly, the chances of any chemical going volatile at minus thirty Celsius were pretty damned slim.
At last one of the HazMat guys straightened from the equipment he had been studying and put one arm straight up in the air.
At once, a figure detached itself from the crowd on the highway and descended to the ditch, where an enterprising paramedic had set a backboard as a bridge. Boychuk hurried across and up the other side into the field. Various flashlights caught the reflective tape on the back of his parka that read POLICE in big white letters.
Behind her, car doors opened as her constables left their patrol cars.
Boychuk struggled through the snow, deliberately not matching the footprints already there. He was tamping down the trail. When he reached the wreck, the two HazMat guys fell in beside him as he began a circuit around the wreck to determine for himself that this wasn’t a crime scene before he turned responsibility over to Avramson. Immediately, three walking wounded headed for him. Boychuk paused and spoke to one of the HazMat guys, who moved away from the other two and drew the walking wounded with him. He started herding them toward the flag. Boychuk and the remaining HazMat guy continued their circuit, disappearing behind the wreck.
Kate found herself holding her breath as she waited for them to reappear. The voices around her gradually faded into tense silence as the minutes ticked by. The cries of the victims rose on the air, thin, wretched, and impossible to shut out.
Finally, Boychuk and his shadow emerged from the far side of the wreck and made their way back to where they had started. A moment later, Boychuk’s voice sounded on the common channel of the Emergency Measures Organization radio in her inside pocket.
“This is Police One. All clear. I repeat. All clear.”
At once the paramedics plunged across the ditch, carrying backboards and heavy first aid kits. Someone had laid another backboard across the ditch in preparation for the go-ahead, and now the rest of the emergency responders swarmed across, led by Avramson, who called out, “Come on, ladies!”
While waiting her turn to cross, Kate turned clumsily to check EMO’s Site Command tent that was still being erected in the flat, empty space between the eastbound and westbound lanes of the Trans Canada. EMO had arrived twenty minutes ago, and now a cluster of parka-clad figures moved purposefully in the harsh illumination of a portable flood light.
A movement in her peripheral vision caught her attention and she pushed her hood aside to see someone approaching from the left. Like Kate, the figure was bundled in a heavy red parka, with black snowpants and the ubiquitous white Sorels. A velcroed, reflective white armband read “EMO” in bright red letters.
Took you long enough, Kate thought. She had expected Alexandra Kowalski to show up much earlier, keeping her eagle eye on everybody.
At last Kowalski stopped next to her. “Forty-three minutes,” she said.
Kate nodded. “Not bad.” All things considered.
“Too long,” Kowalski snapped. “We’ll have lost some people who could have been saved.”
Kate wanted to point out that the HazMat guys had worked as fast as they could but that might set Kowalski off. Or she might shrug it off. Kate never knew how Kowalski would react to any given situation.
As an experiment, Kate said, “It is minus thirty.”
Kowalski was also wearing her balaclava pulled up, although the hood of her parka extended far enough to protect her face from the worst of the wind. The hood created a kind of cave from which only the slash of a smile could be seen.
“Disasters don’t wait for warm weather.”
Really? That was the best she could do?
Kate stared at the shadowed face but couldn’t see Kowalski’s eyes. All she could think of were those poor people lying in the snow.
Without a word, she pulled down the balaclava to cover her face. Her constables would have to guess who she was by height. She was, after all, the shortest member of the Mendenhall Police Department. Immediately, her cheeks began to burn as circulation returned to her poor face.
“Have you seen any reporters?” asked Kowalski.
Kate shook her head. She doubted they would see any media. It was the middle of the night and it was bloody cold. Besides, EMO would submit pictures to the media in the next couple of days.
Below, dark figures swarmed over the white snow, headlamps bobbing, flashlights searching. She tucked the bottom of the balaclava into her scarf and sighed.
Show time.
* * *
“Don’t try to move.” The paramedic kept his hand firmly on the victim’s shoulder. He didn’t even look up as Kate crunched by. A yellow card rested on the victim’s parka-covered chest, indicating this one’s injuries were Priority Two. Not at immediate risk but needing attention.
She kept the recorder inside her right mitten to keep it warm. Every once in a while, she pulled her hand out of her mitten to say a few words into the tiny machine. She trusted her memory, but the recording would be turned over to EMO to form part of the official record of the exercise.
It was a nice change to be an adjudicator rather than a respondent in one of these exercises. Her job was to observe and take notes of what had worked well during the exercise and what hadn’t, which was why she had made Boychuk acting chief for the duration of the exercise.
She didn’t mind being an adjudicator. It sure beat having to haul “victims” around on a backboard. Although, frankly, she was getting too old for this crap. At fifty-three, she should be back at the station coordinating the Mendenhall Police Department’s response from her warm office, not tromping through the snow in the middle of the night in the middle of a Manitoba cold snap. She was the chief of police, after all.
The snow was hard packed beneath the top six inches, which had the consistency of granulated sugar. It was hard hauling her heavy Sorels through it, but at least she wouldn’t be getting soaked. And the work was warming her up.
This was her first Manitoba winter and she had yet to see a snowman anywhere. The snow was too dry. Like her skin.
Temperatures rarely dipped below minus twenty, they had all told her. And yet, here she was, at three o’clock in the morning, freezing her butt off for an exercise that was supposed to have been called off once the thermometer hit minus twenty.
Thank you, Alexandra Kowalski.
At minus thirty, the cold air hitting the warmer open water of the Assiniboine created ice fog in low-lying areas, according to her Deputy Chief, Rob McKell. She’d never heard of ice fog before moving here. Frankly, she could have lived another fifty-three years without experiencing it.
Dark figures, occasionally brightened by a beam of light, moved purposefully in and out of her field of vision. Men and women called to each other and the injured moaned or cursed, depending on their supposed injuries. Already half a dozen victims had been carried across the field and into the waiting ambulances. She suspected a few of the fake victims would end up with very real frostbite.
Her Blackberry rumbled against her flesh, startling her. She had tucked it in her bra, since both inside parka pockets were already occupied with her police radio and the EMO radio. She fumbled her down mitten off and unzipped the parka to fish through her shirt for the phone. She hissed as the cold air unerringly found her exposed flesh. Finally she pulled the phone out and stared at the lit touch screen, trying to find the right button. There. She touched the tiny icon and pressed the phone to her ear over the balaclava.
“Williams,” she said.
“It’s Bert.”
“Hey,” she said, staring at the activity by the train. “Where are you?” She had expected the Winnipeg crew much earlier.
“Still in Winnipeg,” he replied. “Six-car pileup on Portage.” His voice was clear and crisp in her ear and she could almost imagine that he was standing next to her. “And a suspicious fire on North Main, with injuries. It’s going to be at least half an hour before we can spare anyone to attend.”
Kate nodded. Bert should really be talking to Boychuk, but what the heck. So it would be at least an hour and a half until Winnipeg Police Department showed up, since Winnipeg was almost an hour away. “Ambulances?”
“One’s on the way now, and they’ll send a couple more as soon as they can.”
The EMO rep from Canadian Forces Base Shilo passed her, talking into his radio. He was the only one with a khaki parka. She had met him at the first tabletop exercise five months ago, when this mock accident had only been a gleam in Alexandra Kowalski’s eye.
“Kowalski’s going to be pissed,” she warned.
“I know,” said Bert equably. “But she’s usually pissed about something. Gotta go. Call you later.”
Kate found the disconnect button and stashed the icy phone back in her bra. Then she turned back to the scene.
As EMO director, Kowalski had done a good job of setting up the accident, much as Kate hated to admit it. The woman must be more persuasive than Kate had given her credit for. There was no federal money in this exercise, but Kowalski had managed to persuade Manitoba Rail to donate the use of a locomotive and a few decommissioned freight cars. And Manitoba Rail had donated the transport costs, too.
Now, the bus, that was pure genius. Kowalski had convinced the CEO of the Blueline Bus Company to let them use a bus that had been in an accident and was still in their Winnipeg compound.
Alex Kowalski was one determined woman. And young to be in charge of a full-blown exercise. Kate figured Kowalski to be in her mid-twenties, with an almost permanent scowl that made her look older.
A sharp cry pierced the air and everyone stopped to look in that direction before resuming their work. In spite of herself, Kate felt a laugh well to the surface. The Brandon University drama department had supplied most of the “victims” for the exercise. Base Shilo had supplied a few soldiers, too. And some off-duty Emergency Medical Services staff had volunteered.
She’d been through at least a dozen of these exercises over the years, in different parts of the country, and in every one, the EMS volunteers were the sneakiest ones. They knew better than anyone how a dangerous injury could masquerade as something minor, and they loved tripping up their colleagues.
She kept moving to convince her toes they were still needed. Emergency Measures had four other people doing exactly as she was, watching the emergency responders and taking notes about what was working well and what needed improvement. Flashes went off regularly as the other observers took photos. There were supposed to be a couple of volunteers filming, although she suspected the equipment wouldn’t cooperate at these temperatures.
She didn’t have a camera. She figured she would have enough problems with the recorder. Besides, she could always use her new Blackberry to take photos. If she could figure out how.
She studied the entire scene but paid particular attention to her constables. This was a golden opportunity to see them under pressure and identify any training that might be needed. She’d been in Mendenhall less than a year, and except for the incident last fall where they’d had to track down a missing boy and deal with his deranged mother, there hadn’t been anything more exciting than fender-benders and the Saturday Night Drunk Parade.
So far, her constables were doing all right. She had assigned the exercise to the ones who had the least experience. Boychuk had already sent Parker to the roadblock to relieve Fallon so he could warm up. Good. Boychuk was paying attention to his men, in spite of everything that was going on around him.
That left Friesen and Trepalli. She hadn’t seen them in a while.
A familiar voice rose above the din. “I have a bleeder here!”
Good lord, was that Ben Friesen? A bleeder? How dramatic.
Her Blackberry rumbled against her chest again, startling her. She scrambled to pull it out, almost dropping the recorder in the process.
“Williams,” she finally managed.
“Avramson.” The fire chief’s voice sounded very close. Why was he calling her on the cell phone? Why was he calling her at all? “How many victims we supposed to have?”
“Twenty-four on the bus and two on the train,” replied Kate promptly. She resumed walking before her feet could turn into blocks of ice.
There was a long silence before he said. “We count twenty-seven.”
Kate passed four figures hauling a moaning victim out on a backboard. She grinned. “I wouldn’t put it past EMO to slip in a ringer.”
“Well, this one’s dead.”
Kate stopped walking. Dead?
“Repeat, please.” She waited for what seemed like an eternity before he finally spoke again.
“I think you need to come here,” said Avramson. “I don’t think this guy’s part of the exercise.”
CHAPTER 2
The dead man wasn’t wearing a coat or boots. He didn’t have mittens or gloves, or even a hat. He was, however, wearing black dress pants, a snowy white shirt with gold cuff links, a black silk bow tie, and an honest-to-God cummerbund. His shirt was rucked up beneath him.
A layer of frost covered the body, obscuring the features and turning the black pants white in spots.
A half dozen people stood looking down at the body in silence. Their flashlights barely cut through the ice fog swirling around them, first hiding, then revealing the body. Kate couldn’t even tell if there was a paramedic among them.
“You’re sure he’s dead?” she asked.
Six faces turned to look her. The only one she recognized was Jon Avramson, not only because he wasn’t wearing a balaclava but because he was easily a head taller than anyone else there.
“What the hell do you think?” he asked.
Kate took a deep breath to control a spike of anger and immediately regretted it as the cold air froze the inside of her nostrils. She wore the best balaclava she could find and still the cold reached greedy fingers through it.
One of the figures stirred and a stray beam of light caught the reflective fabric of his armband. There was a bright red cross on it.
“No pulse, no respiration and there’s morbid lividity,” said the paramedic, confirming her guess as to his gender. “He’s dead.”
Kate looked around. The body was about a hundred feet from the derailed train cars and the bus, between the wreck and the forest. Nowhere near the rest of the victims. Not surprising that Boychuk hadn’t seen it on his initial walk around.
“Did anyone touch the body, besides you?” she asked the paramedic.
“Yes,” said Avramson before the medic could reply. “I checked for a pulse before I sent for a paramedic.”
“Who found him?”
Avramson looked around at the masked faces and hesitated. “I’m not sure.”
“Your HazMat guys didn’t see him?”
He scowled. “If they did, they would have thought he was part of the exercise, wouldn’t they?”
Really? In a tux with no shoes or coat? The HazMat guys clearly hadn’t seen him, either.
Kate stepped away from the group and fished her EMO radio out of its warm pocket.
“This is Chief of Police Williams,” she said. “No duff, no duff, no duff.”
The radio crackled, then fell silent. In the obscuring fog, voices fell silent one by one as those who hadn’t heard the code were told by those who had. Only the voices of the remaining “victims” could be heard.
Her radio beeped to signal an incoming message.
“This is EMO One,” came Kowalski’s voice. “Report.”
Kate couldn’t tell what the woman was thinking from the sound of her voice, but she could guess. Kowalski’s beautiful exercise was now shot to hell.
“This is Chief Williams,” said Kate crisply. “This exercise is now ended. I repeat: the exercise is now ended.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake!” said Avramson over the murmurs of the others.
Kate ignored him and turned the volume down on the EMO radio as Kowalski demanded an explanation, although she could still hear the woman squawking on Avramson’s radio. She stuck her EMO radio back in her pocket and pulled out the police radio.
“This is Chief Williams,” she said. “All officers except those on the barricade report to me. I am located south of the wreck. Look for flashlights.”
She turned back to the small group and found them all watching her. At least she thought they were watching her. It was hard to tell between the balaclavas and the hoods.
“I need you all to step away from the body,” she said firmly. She pointed at a spot twenty feet from her but well away from the body. “Over there. We will need to take your statements before you can go.”
There was still squawking coming from the EMO radio, so she pulled it out, turned up the volume and interrupted Kowalski.
“EMO One, you need to stand down,” she said. “This is now a crime scene.”
The figures around the body hadn’t budged. Avramson hadn’t budged. Jesus Murphy. She pulled up her balaclava to reveal her face and raised her voice.
“Move!”
Avramson scowled at her again but finally moved.
* * *
The first one to show up was Marco Trepalli. At least, she thought it was Trepalli. He rounded the end of the train wreck at a clumsy run. Kate suspected his Sorels were too big. She’d seen him back at the station pulling on two pairs of thick, hand-knit socks. She turned the flashlight on him to attract his attention and waited while he angled toward her and the body.
He slowed to a walk as he got nearer and finally stumbled to a halt a few feet away from her. He pulled up his balaclava.
“Chief,” he said, not even breathing hard.
“We have a body,” she said flatly. “Stand by.”
He stared at her uncomprehendingly, his headlight blinding her, until she nodded toward the body. He turned his body and finally pushed off his hood so that he could see more clearly. Fog swirled around the body, first hiding, then revealing it.
She caught his sharp intake of breath and his start of surprise.
“Williams, are you there?” Alexandra Kowalski’s voice almost shouted from Trepalli’s radio. Trepalli looked up from the dead body, a question on his face.
“Williams!” Kowalski’s voice was growing louder.
“Turn it down,” Kate ordered. When he did, she put the police radio up to her mouth. “Boychuk?”
It took a moment, but Boychuk answered. “Chief?”
“Find EMO One and bring her with you.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Not that she wanted Kowalski to join them, but it was better to bring her in early. Poor Boychuk. Not only was he going to be stuck with an angry Kowalski, but his moment to shine as the police lead for the exercise had been snatched away from him.
She glanced around again, to reassure herself that Boychuk wasn’t at fault. There was no way he could have seen the body. Not with the distance, the lack of lights on this side of the wreck, and the ice fog.
Two more figures rounded the wreck and hurried toward the cluster of lights formed by Avramson and his crew. Kate flashed her light on and off to redirect them toward her. It wasn’t until she saw their name tags that she knew they were Terry Fallon and Ben Friesen.
They glanced around until they saw the body, then they looked at her.
“Friesen, connect with EMO,” she said without preamble. “They need to get the bus back to haul all these witnesses out.”
One of them groaned and she would have frowned except that she understood the sentiment. This was now a crime scene, which meant they had to interview every single volunteer and emergency responder, including the organizers, but they couldn’t do it on site. It was just too cold. So they would have to remove the witnesses from the scene and find a warm location for the interviews, while containing the scene and investigating it.
It was going to be a long night.
“Call Albertson on the duty desk,” she continued, still looking at Friesen. “Tell him to get the principal of Henrietta Blum School to open up the gymnasium for us. We’re going to need to keep these people warm while we get their statements.” Friesen nodded before taking off.
Kate turned to Fallon. “I want you to start with this group,” she said in a low voice. “They were first on scene. Get their names and particulars, then pull them out for the first interviews when the gym is set up.” Fallon nodded and headed for the small group clustered around Avramson.
Next Kate turned to Marco Trepalli. She was pretty sure this was his first body, but rookie or not, she didn’t have time to coddle him.
“Constable,” she began. At that moment, a dark figure hurried around the east end of the wreck, flashlight bobbing wildly, and came to a stop next to her.
“What the hell are you doing?” panted Alexandra Kowalski. She had pushed back her hood and now she yanked off the balaclava as if it were strangling her. “Do you have any idea...” Her voice trailed off as she followed the beam of Trepalli’s flashlight to the body. “Who the hell is that?”
“You don’t recognize him?” asked Kate. She’d held out a faint hope — however unrealistic — that this was one of Kowalski’s volunteers. She peered at the corpse, in case it was someone she had seen before, but between the ice fog and the frost, the body could have belonged to one of her constables and she wouldn’t have been able to tell.
As the EMO director for the exercise, Kowalski was supposed to have a record of every volunteer, and a site map with the location of every victim. Someone on her staff would have one duty: identifying every victim who was loaded onto an ambulance.
“He’s not one of mine,” said Kowalski, shaking her head. “At least, I don’t think so. Looks like the jackass got drunk and chose the wrong place to pass out.”
Kate privately agreed, but she wasn’t about to say so. “Trepalli, is there any ID on him?”
He started with surprise and swallowed hard, but he squatted by the body. He removed his mittens to search through the victim’s pockets.
Good boy. Her first dead body had been a homeless man in Moncton, in the middle of winter. She could still remember the feel of his frozen flesh through the thin lining of his pockets.
Her Blackberry rumbled again and she pulled it out impatiently. “Williams.”
“It’s Boychuk,” said the voice at the other end. “I can’t find her.”
What the hell was he talking about? Then she remembered. “She’s here,” she said. “We’re going to need lighting here, good enough for pictures. See if you can borrow the floodlight at the Site Command tent.” She tucked the phone back inside her bra and waited for Trepalli to finish. She could hear Avramson’s deep voice answering Fallon’s questions, but otherwise the scene was oddly silent. Even Kowalski couldn’t seem to stop staring at the body.
After a moment, Trepalli stood up and replaced his mittens.
“Nothing.” He cleared his throat. “No wallet, nothing.”
“Look,” said Kowalski suddenly. “I know you have to deal with this, but there’s no reason the rest of the exercise can’t go on. Can’t we just cordon off this part?”
Kate took a breath, remembering just in time to keep it shallow. “I’m sorry, Alex. It’s over.”
“Damn it!” Kowalski’s voice was tight with anger. Kate could understand the woman’s frustration. She had spent months — and a lot of provincial money — organizing this exercise. Aborting it meant rescheduling it at a later time, at added expense. A lot of added expense.
Couldn’t be helped.
Kowalski would just have to deal with it. Kate turned to Trepalli, who was back to staring at the body. Only this time, he was frowning.
“What?” asked Kate. “Do you know him?”
Trepalli shook his head. “I don’t think so. But he does look familiar.”
A person’s face looked different in death. Trepalli might eventually remember, especially when the frost on the corpse’s face had melted. No use forcing the issue now.
“Help Fallon with the interviews.”
Her tone seemed to brace him. “Yes, chief.” He turned toward the wreck and the small group stamping their feet to keep from freezing.
Dan Boychuk finally arrived. He pushed back his hood as he came up to her. “I’ve called it in to the station. The floodlight is too big to haul into the field, but they have a portable one they can let us use. Should do us until it gets light enough.” His gaze fell on the dead man and he stopped.
“Good,” said Kate briskly. The reactions of her men surprised her. Surely they’d all seen dead bodies before. Any cop had, if only traffic fatalities. The younger ones — Trepalli, Friesen — she could understand their shock, but Boychuk had been a cop for a while.
“Chief,” he said uncertainly. “I’m sorry.”
She glanced back at him in surprise. “No one saw him, Boychuk. Don’t blame yourself. Now. We need to alert Doc Kijawa,” she told him. “And get Albertson to pull Tourmeline in.” Thank God Stan Albertson was on the duty desk tonight. He was a steady man in a crisis.
Boychuk shook himself. “Tourmeline’s on days off.”
She nodded. “Call him in. I want him here as soon as it gets light.” John Tourmeline wasn’t trained as a detective, but he had patience and attention to detail.
“Excuse me!” said Kowalski, stepping in front of Kate to get her attention. The woman loomed over Kate like an angry yeti. “We haven’t finished discussing this.”
It was now past three thirty and Kate was tired, cold, and hungry. She managed to swallow a sharp retort but couldn’t keep the sting out of her tone.
“Yes, we have. I need you to leave the scene. And I need you to provide a list with all the volunteers’ names and their locations on the exercise site.” She looked up at Alexandra Kowalski’s angry face and sighed. She was not going to win Miss Popularity any time soon.
“We need to interview all the volunteers, as well as your staff and the emergency responders.” She wished her DC were here. Deputy Chief McKell would take over the interviews. As it was, her constables would have to handle the interviews on their own while she handled the scene. They would have to identify any of the volunteers and responders who had been near the corpse, anyone who might have seen or heard something that would tell her what had happened here.
And they would have to find out how Avramson’s crew happened to stumble onto the body when Boychuk and the HazMat guys missed it.
Kowalski glared at her for a long moment, then turned and stomped away.
Boychuk raised his eyebrows and walked off to make his calls.
Kate sighed. Oh yes, it was going to be a long night. “Don’t forget to find out where each of the victims was in relationship to the crash,” she called. Boychuk didn’t answer but raised his hand to indicate he’d heard. His other hand was hidden inside his hood. Kowalski might have a plan for where the victims were supposed to be, but Kate wanted confirmation of where they actually ended up.
That left her alone with the body. A movement in the sky caught her eye and she looked up to see green lights sheeting down in curtain-like folds. The northern lights.
Finally she looked back down at the body and studied the man’s face. He had been good looking. His face was a little long, maybe, but he had a strong jaw and well-sculpted lips. He did look familiar, but she didn’t know from where. Not surprising. Death stole the elasticity of a person’s skin, changing the look of the features. Whoever he was, she didn’t know him well. His hair was thick and dark, and cut short. It was a little tousled. He lay on his back with his legs straight out and his arms slightly splayed at his sides. His hands were curled into loose fists. His head was aimed at the train and was slightly bent, as if he’d fallen asleep listening. The frost hid any lines and she couldn’t tell his age.
There wasn’t a mark on him.
It could have been an accident that took his life, but she couldn’t think of any reason why he would have ended up here, in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night, wearing most of a tuxedo.
You poor bugger, she thought. What the hell happened to you?
CHAPTER 3
At ten-thirty in the morning, the sun glittered on fields covered in three feet of snow sculpted into gentle ripples by the wind. The sky was achingly blue, a blue so uplifting that it raised hope about the goodness of the human heart and the power of resolve. No doubt about it — February in Manitoba was beautiful.
It was also bloody cold.
Despite regular breaks inside the warm Site Command truck and frequent high-protein snacks of cheese and nuts to keep her going, Kate was slowing down. It was mind-numbingly cold on top of the flat car, the best vantage point from which to direct the operation.
All the “victims,” firefighters, and paramedics were gone, the ambulance had taken the body back to Mendenhall and the medical examiner, Site Command had packed up, leaving only a skeleton crew to provide shelter and support, and the highway was open.
Both Bert Langdon and Jerry Wolsynuk, her old RCMP friend, had called to offer assistance, but she had turned them down. She didn’t need help figuring out what had happened here. Only time.
Now she used binoculars to follow her constables’ moves as they criss-crossed the open field, looking for evidence. Tourmeline paralleled the path that led in a straight line from the woods to where they had found the body. Kate could tell already that his search would be fruitless. She’d been studying the path through her binoculars and couldn’t tell if the path was made by one man staggering through the snow to his death, or by someone dragging the already-dead man behind him and then walking back over the path.
“Boychuk,” she said into her radio.
A crackle and a moment later he responded. “Chief.”
She looked around and saw a figure waving at her by the tree line. She raised an arm to indicate she had seen him. “Time to go home,” she said.
“All right,” he replied, and she thought she detected a note of relief in his voice.
She didn’t blame him. He’d been out here all night. Trepalli and Friesen had just about finished searching the woods, and she was going to send them home, too. She had pulled Nick Martins and Kyle Holmes from patrol and they had taken over the last of the interviews at the gym.
McKell was a pain in the ass, but he was also much better at keeping track of personnel than she was. She didn’t want to end up calling in a constable who’d just gotten off shift. But her DC was in Ontario looking after his ailing father. No telling when he’d be back.
She ignored the sound of the traffic from the Trans Canada Highway, above and behind her, and looked around the exercise site. Sunlight bounced off the snow, forcing her to squint against the glare. The Burndale road was off to her right, where the EMO truck was parked along with one of her patrol cars. Straight ahead was the line of trees. It was a miniature forest that swept south to the Assiniboine River and east for about a half mile before petering out.
She was willing to bet there was more than one tree fort in there, built by the kids in Burndale.
The radio crackled again and she snapped back to the here and now.
“Found the car, chief.”
That was Samantha Patterson, who never bothered to identify herself on the radio, seeing as she was the only other female in the Mendenhall Police Department. She and Russell Oppenheimer had been looking for a vehicle that would have transported their dead man.
“Good,” replied Kate. “Call in the plate. Then tow it in. Don’t forget pictures.”
“Will do,” said Patterson. The radio beeped as she broke the connection.
The tension Kate had been carrying in her shoulders eased. Finding the car helped confirm the theory everybody had been working from.
The dead man had probably been at a party. He had probably gotten behind the wheel of his car. Maybe the car had broken down and he’d stumbled out into the cold, looking for help. He could have been attracted by the lights and the activity at the derailment site. Dressed as he was, hypothermia could have gotten him before anyone noticed he was there. He hadn’t been reported missing and he’d had no identification on him. Heck, he hadn’t even had a handkerchief on him, let alone a wallet. Probably they would find his jacket and wallet in the car. Or in the woods.
All logical. But until she knew for sure, she had to treat this as a suspicious death and investigate. She hadn’t smelled any alcohol on him, but she didn’t trust her sense of smell at minus thirty. She’d have to wait for Dr. Kijawa to finish examining the body.
“Chief.”
She looked down to find John Tourmeline staring up at her. She glanced up at the field, where she’d last seen him.
“Yes, constable?” She let the binoculars hang from the strap around her neck.
“You didn’t hear me calling you?” She could tell he was frowning under the navy balaclava.
“What is it?”
“Chief, I think it’s time for you to go home,” said Tourmeline firmly.
He looked short from this angle. She opened her mouth — to say what, she didn’t know — but he forestalled her.
“Ma’am, we’re almost done here. There’s nothing more you can do that I can’t do for you.”
Kate felt a grin forming. Who knew Tourmeline had it in him? For the first time, she could believe that he was the father of two young children.
Still.
“I appreciate your concern, constable,” she said, “but I’ll stay until we’re done.”
Tourmeline shook his head. As if to emphasize the seriousness of his concern, he pulled up the balaclava to show his face.
“Pardon me, ma’am, but that’s wrong-headed, as the DC would say.”
Well, yes, that did sound like something DC McKell would say, but DC McKell was precisely why she had to stay. There was no one else to take charge.
“You’re not going to have a lot of time to rest,” continued Tourmeline relentlessly, “once the doc is finished with the autopsy. There are all those interviews you’re going to have to read. Not to mention the report you’ll have to fill out after cancelling the exercise.” He looked at her critically, as if she were an open book to him. Despite the fact that he couldn’t be older than thirty-five and that she was almost twenty years his senior, he suddenly reminded her of her dad.
“And,” he added, “frankly, you look like hell. You need a hot bath, some hot food, and sleep.” His mouth set in an uncompromising line, he crossed his arms and waited for her to answer.
Well. Kate remembered to close her mouth finally. She blinked a few times.
Tourmeline wasn’t a detective — Mendenhall couldn’t afford a detective — but he was the closest thing she had to one. Despite his startled-deer look, he had a keen, observant mind. He wouldn’t let anything get by him. Besides, the car was being towed to the station garage and they would be shutting down the scene here soon, having gathered all the information they could.
And her thinking had grown sluggish from the cold and exhaustion. Tourmeline was right.
“All right, constable,” she said on a sigh. “You win.”
His face relaxed and he nodded. He held his hands up to her and she hesitated a moment before accepting the help. Their hands made clumsy by down-filled mittens, they had trouble clasping each other, but she finally managed to jump down. The forgotten binoculars almost smacked her on the chin as his steadying hold kept her from losing her balance.
A wave of weariness washed over her. She’d been working on adrenalin and stubbornness. Definitely time to go home.
“The car’s being towed in,” she remembered to tell him. “Once it thaws out in the garage, I want you to dust it for prints.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Boychuk got to the Burndale road at the same time as she did. She detoured to the Site Command truck and told the EMO officer there that they were shutting down the scene and thanked him for the support. He nodded politely and pulled out his cell phone. Unlike the fellow he had replaced a few hours ago, he didn’t give her the fish-eye. She knew she wasn’t the darling of the Emergency Measures crew, but honestly, was it her fault a real dead body landed in the middle of their exercise?
Then she radioed her constables and informed them that she was headed back and that they should report anything they found to Tourmeline. A spate of “Yes, ma’ams” followed and then she and Boychuk climbed into the warm squad car and let Constable Abrams drive them back to the station. She fell asleep slumped against the door and startled awake when Abrams stopped at the station.
As Gerald Abrams drove away, she and Boychuk headed for the door only to stop when they heard raised voices from inside. The glass door was iced over on the inside so they couldn’t see anything but white.
Boychuk gave her the raised eyebrows and Kate wanted to shrug, but her parka was just too damned heavy. Instead, she pulled open the door and stepped inside.
“I need to talk to the chief!” insisted Alexandra Kowalski, standing in the hallway in front of the duty desk. She was so focused on whoever was at the duty desk that she didn’t notice Kate’s arrival. It gave Kate a moment to prepare. She never knew if she’d find Kowalski in a collegial mood, or in a berating mood. Judging by the woman’s behavior last night — this morning — this wasn’t going to be pleasant.
From behind the raised desk, Tattersall’s low voice answered calmly.
“Ma’am, the chief is still at the scene. I’ll be happy to take a message.”
Boychuk entered behind Kate and allowed the heavy door to thud shut. Kowalski turned to face them, her eyes bloodshot. Her hood was back and her long, skinny braid was coming undone, with static electricity making the shorter, mousy strands rise above her head. She looked like an anemic Gorgon.
“About time you showed up,” she said. In another person, it might have been a joke, but she pressed her thin lips together so tightly, they seemed to disappear.
“Kowalski.” Kate stomped the snow off her Sorels and then wiped her boots off on the runner. Boychuk did the same next to her.
Ed Tattersall emerged from the duty room and stopped in the doorway, casually blocking it. He crossed his arms and nodded at Kate and Boychuk. There was a distinct chill in the air that had nothing to do with the temperature outside.
“What is it?” Kate asked Kowalski. She could have been a little more tactful, maybe. At least, she could have been more polite. But she was tired and there was a crap load of work to do. She really didn’t want to deal with whatever was peeving Alexandra Kowalski right now.
Kowalski responded to Kate’s tone by bristling. “What do you think it is?” she demanded. “You usurped my exercise! Do you have any idea how much it costs to set something like that up? How much time?”
Kate hung on to her patience with both hands.
“I’m sorry about the exercise.” She realized at once that she didn’t sound the least bit apologetic. “But you have to agree that finding out what happened to that man has to take precedence.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Boychuk shrug out of his parka.
“First of all,” said Kowalski, “he was already dead.” She waved a hand in a plea for understanding. “And everyone knows what happened to him.” Her expression changed from pleading to scornful. “He got drunk and passed out in the snow. Case closed.” Her voice dropped. “For that, you cost me my exercise? Maybe my job?” She took a step toward Kate.
Boychuk stiffened and Tattersall took a step forward. Only then did Kate see that Charlotte Hrebien, the station’s one and only support staff, had been standing behind him. Her eyes were wide with alarm.
Time to defuse this, thought Kate grimly. But before she could open her mouth, Kowalski spoke again, oblivious to everything but her own frustration.
“And then you treat my volunteers like criminals!” Her face flushed and she spread her arms wide, prompting Tattersall to take another step forward. Kate shook her head minutely. This was no time to escalate the situation.
She was growing uncomfortably hot in her parka. She unbuttoned the outer flap covering the zipper as she carefully considered her next words.
“Alex,” she began calmly, looking the angry woman in the eye, “I wanted this exercise to go ahead, too. We’ve invested a lot of energy and resources in emergency preparedness.” Not to mention time. If she had to sit through one more of Kowalski’s tabletop exercises, she might have to throw a chair through the window and make her escape. “But,” she continued, “it’s my job to find out if that man’s death was natural or not. And if not, we need to find who caused it.”
Kowalski’s face was a study in bunched muscles — along her jaw, her temples... even her neck was corded. “The damage is done,” she said stiffly. “The exercise can still go ahead, even though it will be flawed.”
Kate stared at her for a moment before her words sank in. “Not right away, it can’t,” she warned. “I haven’t released the scene.” Nor was she going to, not until she was satisfied she had learned everything there was to learn there. “I’m sorry,” she said again.
All the rage seemed to flush out of Kowalski, leaving only bitterness behind. “You’re not sorry at all,” she said. “I’m laying a formal complaint against you. And we’re going to bill Mendenhall for the costs of the exercise.”
With that, she stomped out of the station, brushing past Boychuk when he didn’t move fast enough.
Charlotte peered around Tattersall’s wide back. “Holy cow.” She had dark circles under her eyes. “Is she serious?”
Kate sighed. The adrenalin slowly receded to leave her even more exhausted than before. Mendenhall couldn’t afford to foot the bill for the exercise. It was an empty threat. She hoped. As for the formal complaint, what the heck could she complain about? Kate was doing her job.
“Charlotte, how long have you been here?” she asked. Although she was twenty-five, right now Charlotte looked more like a little kid who’d been allowed up way past her bedtime.
“Since about four this morning,” said Tattersall, edging around Charlotte to return to the duty room. He climbed the step to the platform of the duty desk and sat down.
Good grief. “It’s Sunday. Go home,” Kate ordered the young woman. “You don’t need to be here.”
As the detachment’s sole administrative support, Charlotte Hrebien did everything from type up reports to minor research. She’d been at the station for five years and considered herself as much a part of the detachment as any one of Kate’s constables. Kate couldn’t imagine running the station without her.
“I’ll be going soon,” said Charlotte, eyeing Kate up and down. “There’s hot chocolate in the lunch room, with sandwiches and cookies from Carter’s Deli.”
“Hot damn,” muttered Boychuk. He clomped off toward the lunch room, carrying his parka.
Kate finally took off the heavy parka and stuffed the mittens and balaclava into its cargo pockets. She shuddered to think what her own blonde-going-on-gray hair would look like after eight hours under a balaclava. She surreptitiously checked the bun at the back of her head. Not bad. Her eyes probably had more red than blue at this point.
Tattersall grinned. All the tension had left his shoulders with Kowalski’s departure. He was a good cop. Not a natural leader, maybe, but dependable. He knew how to stay calm and consider a situation before acting. His green eyes were bloodshot, too, and his thinning brown hair could use a comb, but his uniform still looked fresh. How long had he been on duty?
Damnitall. She had to start keeping better track of these things.
“Report,” she said, moving into the duty room.
Charlotte sighed in resignation and stepped out of the way. Tattersall glanced at the computer screen on the counter before answering her.
“Martins and Holmes are almost done with the interviews,” he said, still scrolling down his screen. He rubbed one hand through his hair, adding to its messiness. “They’ve been sending each interview in as they finish inputting it.”
“I’ve been plotting everyone’s location,” added Charlotte, pointing to a white board fastened to the wall between Kate’s office and McKell’s. Usually they used it to jot down reminders of needed supplies. Today, the white board showed a crude drawing of the train, the bus, the railroad, the Trans-Canada and the Burndale road. A squiggle near the top of the board indicated the woods. Throughout the drawing were numbers. The dead man was identified as a red X.
“Each number corresponds with a victim,” said Charlotte, staring at the board. She was dressed in jeans and a navy wool shirt over a white turtleneck, and her thick brown curls were brushed away from her face. “They’re the easy part because most of them stayed put. It’s the emergency crew I‘m having trouble keeping track of.”
Kate set her parka on the chair at Charlotte’s desk, ignoring the heavy clunk of the radios in the inside pockets. She took off her Sorels and set them in front of Charlotte’s desk, where no one would trip over them. She rubbed her face and yawned. Sunlight streamed through the windows that gave onto the locked compound, leaving rectangles of light on the linoleum tile. Already the cold was seeping in through her wool socks.
The station was deserted except for the four of them. Everybody who could be spared was dealing with the scene and the interviews.
“Is anybody on patrol?”
Tattersall shook his head. “No.”
Kate nodded. “Are you keeping track of who’s been pulled in?”
Tattersall tapped a sheet of paper on the duty desk. “Yes, ma’am. It’s not so bad. I haven’t had to pull anyone who’s on duty tonight, so we should be back to normal in a few days.”
Kate nodded again, relieved beyond measure.
The outside door opened and they all automatically glanced at the convex mirror set in the corner of the hallway to see who had come in.
“It’s the fire chief,” murmured Tattersall over his shoulder.
Twenty years ago, the city had converted an old military police detachment into the police station. The building might have worked for the military when there was still an air base in Mendenhall, but it was far from ideal for a modern police department. This was the first place she had ever worked where the duty desk didn’t have a direct line of sight to the door and where the lunch room was accessible to the public.
But if she couldn’t get the mayor to sign off on replacing a seven-year-old Crown Vic, she doubted she’d get approval for a new building.
Jon Avramson stopped in front of the desk, exuding cold air like an open freezer. He grinned at the three of them and leaned his elbows on the duty desk. He was the only person Kate had seen who was tall enough to do it naturally. He removed his gloves and dropped them on the desk. Tattersall stiffened slightly but didn’t say anything. Charlotte resumed her work at the white board without speaking to the man, either.
Huh.
“Interesting night,” said the fire chief. His blue eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks chapped and red. “Any news on the dead guy?”
Kate shook her head. “No identification yet.”
Avramson sighed heavily. “That’s a shitty way to go,” he said. “You’re out having a good time and you have a few too many. Next thing you know, you’re dead in the middle of a field.”
Kate shrugged. “We don’t know that he was drinking.”
Avramson’s eyebrows rose. “Really? How the hell else would he have gotten all the way out there?”
“That’s what I plan to find out,” said Kate with a smile. Why was the man here? She had work to do.
“Well, good luck,” said Avramson. He started pulling his heavy gloves back on. “What was Kowalski so pissed about?” he asked. At her raised eyebrow, he explained, “She almost ran me over coming out of the parking lot.”
The fire station was only a few blocks away from the station. Of course Avramson had walked over.
“Maybe she was in a hurry,” murmured Tattersall.
The look Avramson shot him was unfriendly but then he pasted a smile on his face. “Anyway. Just thought I’d check if there was news,” he said. “Drop by sometime for coffee.” There was a glint of malice in his eye.
Kate ignored it. “Very neighborly of you, chief. I’ll do that.”
There followed an awkward silence until Avramson finally said, “Well, see you then,” and left.
Once the door had closed behind him, Tattersall’s shoulders relaxed.
“Jerk,” muttered Charlotte under her breath.
“I take it neither one of you is too fond of the new fire chief?” asked Kate, trying not to smile.
“My cousin is gay,” said Tattersall. “Avramson tried to get him banned from the gym.”
Kate’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I would suspect that violates a number of human rights.”
“Damned right,” said Tattersall, stabbing the keyboard keys with his index finger.
“And you?” Kate asked Charlotte.
The girl turned away from the whiteboard. She was frowning. “I don’t like him.”
Kate waited but Charlotte returned to her project.
Well, that’s that, thought Kate.
“I think it’s the interview that set her off, you know,” said Tattersall.
Kate stared up at him uncomprehendingly. “What?”
“Kowalski. Martins called to warn us she was coming. I guess she got pi — ticked off when he insisted she needed to be interviewed, too.”
Kate shrugged. She didn’t know Alexandra Kowalski very well, but the woman was wound tighter than a top. It wouldn’t take much to set her off.
“It’s not that,” said Charlotte. “Her job is at stake.”
They both turned to look at her blankly.
Charlotte shrugged. “She wasn’t joking. I think she was counting on this exercise to save her job.”
Tattersall pursed his lips but said nothing.
“They call her Screw-up Kowalski,” said Charlotte sheepishly. Her cheeks turned pink and she avoided Kate’s gaze.
Kate frowned. “She can’t be fired for this,” she said. “I cancelled the exercise. It wasn’t anything she did.”
Charlotte nodded in agreement. “I know, but there’s more to it than that. She was off sick for a few months last summer. I think she was on stress leave. Things haven’t been going well for her for a while.”
Well, that would explain the woman’s irritability.
Kate turned back to Tattersall, not wanting to stand there gossiping. “They found a car,” she told him. “It’s being towed in. Make sure it gets into the garage. Lay a tarp down to capture anything that might melt off.” It was probably overkill, but heck, it was only a tarp. “Has Patterson called the plate in yet?”
“Not yet,” said Tattersall.
“I want ownership determined as soon as possible. The car needs to be dusted for fingerprints and searched.” She already knew that the missing tux jacket and wallet weren’t in the car, but she didn’t plan on missing anything. “Tourmeline’s going to lift prints once it’s warmed up.”
Tattersall nodded as he jotted down notes. Kate grabbed her parka and boots and padded in stocking feet to her office. She dumped the heavy coat on top of the filing cabinet and set the boots down on the mat next to it before grabbing her indoor shoes. The tile floor was cold.
When she came out, Charlotte was back at the white board, adding more names to the legend in her neat print and Tattersall was busy filling out the log book. Part of her wanted to get rid of the physical log. It was redundant. After all, everything was also copied on the computer log file.
But she could read a lot into how a constable wrote information in. Were there exclamation marks? Did the pen go through the paper in the writer’s excitement or anger? Were the letters cramped or big? She was just Old School enough to like standing at the end of the counter to peruse the book at the beginning of a shift. And she’d noticed quite a few of the constables liked it, too.
Besides, she didn’t trust computers. They crashed.
She’d started her police career in New Brunswick thirty years earlier when cops relied on the written word, not computers. Sure, a notebook could get lost or destroyed, but it couldn’t get hacked or corrupted and she could stuff it in her pocket.
Charlotte came up to her, took her arm and turned her toward the corridor. “Eat,” she ordered. “Then go home.”
Kate allowed herself to be led into the lunch room. Boychuk hadn’t even bothered to sit down. He was probably afraid he wouldn’t be able to get up again. He leaned against the counter where a big plastic container of sandwiches stood uncovered. He ate from a sandwich in one hand and drank from the mug in the other.
At the sight of the sandwiches, Kate’s stomach growled. Cheese and nuts were fine, but she needed real food.
Boychuk indicated a second mug on the counter and Kate nodded her thanks. He’d poured her a mug of hot chocolate from a pump thermos. Kate grabbed the nearest sandwich and bit into it. Egg salad. Not usually her favorite but it was delicious. They stood drinking their hot chocolate and wolfing down sandwiches in blissful silence for the next few minutes. The lunch room was warm and her hands finally thawed. A beam of sunlight hit her shoulder, feeling like a hug.
Finally, Kate looked at Charlotte, who remained in the doorway, watching them with worry in her eyes.
“I’m going home to shower and change, then I’ll be back to look over the interviews.”
Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “I spoke to John,” she said. It took Kate a moment to realize she was talking about Tourmeline. Charlotte was on a first-name basis with everyone in the station, even DC McKell. “You need sleep. The interviews are still trickling in.” She raised a hand to forestall Kate’s objection. “I promise to call as soon as they’re all here.”
Next to her, Boychuk made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snort, but when Kate looked at him, he was busy selecting another sandwich.
A good leader knew when to beat a strategic retreat. Honestly, she didn’t think she’d be able to read without her eyes crossing anyway. It was time to go home.
But first, she picked another sandwich from the container and bit into it.
CHAPTER 4
Kate paid attention to her driving and blinked her burning eyes to coax moisture into them. The police station, fire station, and city hall were within ten blocks of each other on Mendenhall Drive, a mile-long, horseshoe-shaped road bisected by Main Street. She had first arrived in Mendenhall early last summer to take the job of chief of police. Back then, the fire station’s bay door would have been open to the summer day. Now the door was closed snugly against winter. She missed the friendly waves of the firefighters as they washed the fire engine.
Of course, now that Avramson had come on board as chief, there was less friendliness between cops and firefighters. She wasn’t sure why, really. He was always polite and friendly to her, but a lot of her staff didn’t like the man. Especially DC McKell.
To be honest, Rob McKell hadn’t liked her, either, when she first came to Mendenhall. Not surprising, when she finally learned that he had been overlooked for the job of chief of police because he and the mayor’s daughter were going through an acrimonious divorce.
It was unfair, but she and McKell had made peace, of a sort. She hoped his father would miraculously recover so McKell could get back to work. Soon.
She had come to love Mendenhall, much to her surprise. She loved that she could walk anywhere downtown and be greeted by name. She loved that the girl behind the Tim Hortons coffee shop counter knew exactly how she liked her coffee. She loved that the town sat in the middle of the Prairies like a jewel in a braided wheat crown.
It seemed to her that ninety percent of all the advertising in local newspapers, television, and radio dealt with seeding, weed control, or farming equipment. And weather conditions. Yes, indeed, she was learning that weather was God on the Prairies. Weather could make the difference between sending a kid off to university and keeping him home to help.
She could have been dropped on an oil rig and it would have felt less foreign than this world of crops, proprietary seed rights, and grain silos dotting the landscape.
She’d never lived in a small town before. All her policing work had been in major centers, the last in Toronto. But Mendenhall had a population of just under seventeen thousand people. If someone had told her a year ago that she would love being greeted by name everywhere she went, she would have called them crazy.
At the Tim Hortons, on the corner of Main Street and Mendenhall Drive, a few old-timers sat at their regular table by the steamed-up window, sipping coffee and swapping tales. Beyond the coffee shop, Main Street looked deserted. Most sane people would be staying close to their wood stoves or fireplaces on a day like today.
Kate turned left, heading for high ground and the newer developments — ten years old qualified as “newer” here — where she had bought her house.
There was no traffic. Sundays in Mendenhall were always quiet, more so in winter. The devout were busy attending one of the six churches in town. Partiers were sleeping off their hangovers. And the rest... well, the rest were enjoying a lazy day.
Kate wondered which category the dead man fit into. He was no farmer, not with those smooth hands. Probably a partier, judging by the tuxedo. Dr. Kijawa would probably find an elevated blood alcohol level. She glanced at the dashboard clock. 11:47. Still too soon to call on the medical examiner. Mid-afternoon would be better.
A yawn caught her by surprise and her jaw cracked.
The insurance companies and banks gave way to service stations and repair shops as the street climbed. She had picked her house for the view more than anything else. It sat on an escarpment overlooking the town. From her back deck, she could see halfway to Hudson Bay. At night the stars filled the sky, generating her own personal light show. Her neighbors were a little below and closer to the street so that she had the illusion of being perched alone on a mountaintop. She loved it.
The first houses in the subdivision appeared, smoke puffing out of their chimneys in straight columns. Thank God — the wind had dropped, finally. When she turned onto her street, there was no movement anywhere except for a small green Tercel parked in front of her house, its windows iced up, its engine running. She didn’t recognize the car. It probably belonged to someone visiting one of her neighbors, but why park in front of Kate’s house?
Six inches of snow covered the back bumper, obscuring the license plate.
She pulled into the driveway, giving the Explorer a little gas to encourage it up the slope, and stopped at the side of the house. She turned the engine off and sat for a moment, just letting the exhaustion wash over her. A warm bath and a cup of tea, then a nap. Then she’d drive over to the hospital to see what the doc had found out about the dead man. After that, she’d go back to the office to start making sense of all this.
But first she had to plug in the Explorer to keep the engine warm. The forecast was for temperatures to warm to all of minus twenty-five by mid-afternoon. Practically balmy.
She opened the door and hauled herself out, then stomped to the front of the Explorer to unwind the cord from around the license plate and plug it into the outside outlet. As she was straightening up, a voice behind her said, “Hi, Aunt Kate.”
Kate whirled and almost tripped over her Sorels.
“Amanda?” She stared open-mouthed at her sister’s youngest child. What was she doing here, instead of at home in Montreal? “What’s wrong?”
Amanda smiled and tilted her head. “Why does anything have to be wrong?” she asked. “I came to see my favorite aunt.”
“I’m your only aunt,” Kate replied automatically. Then she glanced at the Tercel, suddenly connecting the dots. “Did you drive here?” Holy cow.
Amanda nodded, and for the first time, Kate realized that the girl wasn’t dressed for the weather. Those high-heeled boots and cute little bomber jacket might be the “in” thing in Montreal fashion, but they spelled hypothermia here. Already Amanda was starting to shiver.
“For Pete’s sake,” said Kate, more angrily than she had intended. “Don’t you even have a hat?”
Amanda’s heavy blond braid swung as she shrugged. “It’s in the car.”
“And is it keeping you warm there?” grumbled Kate. Before Amanda could reply, Kate grabbed her fashionably-clad arm and pulled her up the stairs to the front door. “Come inside before something freezes and falls off.”
Did Rose know Amanda was coming here? No, of course not. Rose would have called. So what was going on in her niece’s life that she would drive halfway across the country in the middle of winter without calling ahead first?
A boy. It had to be a boy.
Half an hour later, with Kate shed of her parka, Sorels, snow pants, scarf, balaclava, and down mittens, they sat at the kitchen counter, nursing coffee. Kate had turned the heat up but she still couldn’t seem to get warm.
Amanda sat across the counter from her, mostly ignoring her cooling coffee. She examined the kitchen with a chef’s eye and Kate knew the girl would be disappointed. At 23, Amanda was a sous-chef at L’Assiette blanche, a prestigious Montreal restaurant, and she was used to the finest kitchen tools and equipment. Kate had bought her knives at Wal-Mart.
“Nice place,” said Amanda finally.
“Thanks,” said Kate, not fooled. The kitchen was pretty enough with its silver pulls, a polished granite countertop, and brushed aluminum refrigerator and stove, but she had none of the fancy gadgets her sister Rose had — no cappuccino maker or pasta maker or coffee grinder. Heck, she didn’t even own an egg timer. Rose had been the homemaker among the three siblings, and she’d imbued her daughter Amanda with her love of home and cooking.
“I’ve wanted to see it since you moved here,” added Amanda. “I’ve never been west of Toronto.” Her gaze wandered to the dining room, an oasis of wood and upholstered chairs. The French doors led to the deck, now buried under three feet of snow. She looked reproachfully at Kate. “You don’t call much, Auntie Kate. Nobody really knows how you’re doing.”
Kate shrugged. Her first six months in Mendenhall had been a struggle. Her constables had resisted her leadership, mostly out of loyalty to DC McKell. She and McKell had called truce when Josh Hollingsworth had gone missing, but it had still taken a major blowout, not to mention getting shot, before they finally found the boy.
Getting shot had provided her with enough excitement to last a lifetime. And it had proven to her that DC McKell was a fine deputy chief, in spite of his resentment of her. It had also shown her that her constables could work as a team and that they were well on their way to trusting her leadership. Her right shoulder twitched reflexively. She hoped she wouldn’t have to get shot again to get them the rest of the way.
She hadn’t told her family about getting shot. What they didn’t know wouldn’t worry them.
“It’s been busy,” she told Amanda, and didn’t elaborate. She recognized the girl’s ploy as one Rose used to use when they were kids. Deflect questions by going on the attack.
I learned from a master, kiddo. Kate placed a still-cold hand over her niece’s. “Now, why don’t you tell me why you’re really here?”
Amanda tried to paste innocence on her face, but Kate just stared at her. Her niece finally looked away and swallowed hard. Were those tears in her eyes?
Definitely a boy.
The phone rang, shattering the pregnant silence and jangling Kate’s already frayed nerves.
“Hang on,” she said and hauled herself to her feet.
The phone was on the wall between the stove and the back door. She picked up the receiver. “Hello?”
“It’s Charlotte.”
At once Kate’s back straightened. There was a strange note in the girl’s voice.
“What is it?”
“A bad accident,” said Charlotte. “A car hit black ice on the highway, just before the on ramp. It flipped over and hit a car going the other way.”
Kate’s fatigue fell away as she puzzled over what Charlotte had said. Or hadn’t said.
“Fatalities?”
“One.”
“Paramedics on scene?”
“Yes.”
“Blocking traffic?”
“Both lanes.”
“Who’s there now?”
Charlotte knew exactly what she was asking. “John Tourmeline, Jim O’Hara and Gerry Abrams.”
“Are Martins and Holmes still doing interviews?”
“They just called in. They finished and are heading to the scene. Ben and Marco are on their way, too.”
“Good,” said Kate. “I’m heading out now.”
“Chief?” For the second time, Kate noted the queer note in Charlotte’s voice.
“What is it, Charlotte?” she asked gently.
“The other driver...” She cleared her throat and went on. “It’s Daisy Washburn.”
Daisy. A wash of emotions swept through Kate, too quickly for her to identify.
“How badly hurt?”
“I don’t know,” said Charlotte.
“All right,” she said and hung up.
Kate turned to look at her niece. Amanda had turned in her chair to watch her and now sat with her eyes wide and her mouth open.
“I have to go,” said Kate, and headed for the hall closet to start hauling on her insulated pants. “The spare bedroom is yours. Make yourself at home. I’ll call when I can.”
CHAPTER 5
Friesen waved her through the barrier. His balaclava was rolled up to his forehead and his breath steamed in the cold. His grim expression was all the information she needed. Kate took a deep breath to calm herself. She hated accident scenes. It was not knowing what she’d find — survivors or dead bodies — that left her queasy. The injured she could handle. But knowing that someone was beyond her ability to rescue...
It had taken thirty minutes to get there — a trip that should have taken five. When the ice fog finally retreated back to the river, it left behind a thin layer of black ice on the highway approach. The streets in town were fine, but once she reached the outskirts she had to drive slowly or risk going off the road. She had passed three cars in the ditch and stopped to check each one out. No drivers in any of them but she still called them in.
Five cars were backed up behind Friesen’s patrol car, stopped by the revolving cherry lights. Friesen finished talking to the third driver in line and moved on to the next while the driver rolled up her window.
Tattersall had already detailed Abrams and O’Hara to head off traffic at the Hayes Road and Wekusko Street approaches to the highway. Motorists could still get to and from Winnipeg, but they would have to take Highway Two or the Sixteen. The drivers behind Friesen’s barricade would be stuck here until she could free up a constable to escort them back. Slowly.
Her first priority was to ensure there’d be no more accidents. She’d already told Charlotte to call the city’s maintenance garage. She wanted the road sanded.
Closing the barn door after the horses were gone.
She eased down the hill, not trusting her studded tires on the icy pavement. Below was a confusion of flashing red and yellow lights and twisted metal. She separated out the lights into a tow truck and another patrol car. The twisted metal was the guard rail. The ambulance had come and gone. Tourmeline stood next to the tow truck, busy writing in a notebook. He looked up at her approach. At once his hand went up to stop her and he waved her to the side.
Kate pulled over and turned the Explorer’s engine off, but kept the keys in the ignition. The moment she opened the door, a blast of cold air snatched her breath away and she pulled her scarf over her mouth and nose before stepping out. It did nothing to dispel the stink of diesel, oil, and exhaust. Frost sparkled on the tarmac and she walked gingerly along the shoulder toward Tourmeline, her breath puffing out in small, diffuse clouds.
She joined Tourmeline at the twisted guardrail and looked down the embankment. Two cars lay at the bottom. One, a black Subaru Outback, was on its roof. The driver’s side was completed caved in. The other car, a red Ford Focus, looked like it had rolled a few times before landing on its side, trapping the driver’s door. The front passenger side was destroyed. Both vehicles looked like a giant had squeezed them in his hand before tossing them away.
By the Subaru, something red had melted the snow before freezing.
Kate swallowed.
Tourmeline finished what he was writing and finally looked up.
“It’s pretty cut and dried,” he said. “Driver in the black Subaru was heading into Mendenhall and lost control on black ice.” He pointed to the road and traced the tire marks in the air. Kate saw where tire tracks had left the west-bound lane to weave erratically before spinning around a couple of times.
“Then the east-bound Focus tried to avoid the Subaru.” He pointed back toward Mendenhall and she saw a thick double line in the frost where the east-bound driver had tried to brake.
“No use braking hard on this stuff,” said Tourmeline matter-of-factly. He had a clipboard under his arm, and a camera swung from a cord around his neck.
“Only two?” asked Kate. Exhaustion was making her slow, unresponsive. She had to get a grip.
But Tourmeline had only been brought into the exercise when it started getting light. He was still relatively fresh. He certainly looked rested and alert. Almost cheerful. A surge of dislike spiked through her and she controlled it, knowing it was induced by sleep deprivation.
Tourmeline had automatically taken on the task of documenting the accident scene, as she had known he would. He wasn’t much good at the day-to-day policing, the traffic stops, the domestic disputes, the talking to the high school kids — but nobody else on her force had his attention to detail, including her. He had the eye for what didn’t fit, and the tenacity to figure out why. He had the makings of a good detective.
“Only two drivers,” he confirmed. He looked away from the cars below. “The driver of the Subaru was dead at the scene, but the paramedics thought the other driver would make it.”
“Daisy,” said Kate, and he nodded.
Tourmeline was right, it was cut and dried. She knew from past experience that he’d taken photos to document the evidence of the accident. Still, they would have to wait for the RCMP traffic analyst to arrive from Winnipeg. The road would have to stay closed until the analyst had come and gone. Kate was pretty sure the analyst wouldn’t catch anything that Tourmeline hadn’t already seen.
“All right,” she said finally. “When’s Winnipeg getting here?”
“Might be up to a couple of hours.”
Couldn’t be helped. “When you’re finished, escort the traffic back to Highway Two. Barriers stay up until the analyst clears the scene.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
* * *
The intensive care unit at Mendenhall General Hospital was on the second floor, just past the surgical unit. Kate took the stairs. Every little bit of exercise helped her keep the weight down and stay fit. Winter was a struggle for her, since she didn’t run outside when it was cold, and Mendenhall didn’t have an indoor track. At five-foot-three, every pound showed in her round face, although she had lost quite a bit of weight after she was shot. She was finally getting her strength and stamina back, thanks to a rigorous training session with the physiotherapist and on her own at the gym.
She reached the top of the stairs, hardly breathing fast, although she did feel the bloom of a flush on her cheeks. The curse of fair skin.
Kate had only been at the hospital once, last fall after she got shot. At the time, she had seen only the emergency department and then her room, which had been on the third floor.
As she walked down the wide corridor with its cantaloupe-colored walls and bright splashes of art work, she found herself walking faster. There was a feeling of high intensity here, as if she were walking next to a high-tension power station.
She had taken off her parka and stuffed her hat and mittens in its large pockets. A police uniform always helped in a hospital.
Up ahead the hallway split in two, and where the three hallways met was a duty desk with offices behind a glass partition. Across from the duty desk was a set of elevators. Signs on the wall told her that the maternity ward and pediatrics were on the right.
It being Sunday, the office was dark, but two nurses worked at the duty desk, heads bent over their work.
Kate paused at the junction and looked down the left-hand hallway. On one side of the hallway were three doors, and next to each door, a large window into the room. All three doors were open, and from a couple of the rooms came the sounds of equipment beeping gently and regularly. Two of the rooms were softly lit while the third remained dark. Across the hall was a door marked “Staff Only.”
One of the nurses, a man, looked up from the computer screen he’d been studying. His gaze swept her up and down before he settled on her holstered gun.
“Can I help you?” he asked. His voice was low, as if he didn’t want to disturb sleepers, but there was a frown on his face. Kate judged him to be in his late thirties. His hair was sandy, crinkly, and receding. Worry lines were permanently etched on his forehead, but there was a hint of a dimple in his cheek.
“I’m Chief Williams,” she said.
“Yes,” agreed the nurse. Kate was getting used to it. Everybody in Mendenhall knew her, or so it seemed since the shooting. His name tag read “Steinbach.” She vaguely recalled that there was a town nearby with that name.
The ward was kept warm and she was glad she had taken off the parka.
The other nurse was a young woman who might have been just out of nursing college, she was so fresh. She looked up from the clipboard she was studying and her big blue eyes grew even bigger at the sight of Kate’s chest badge. Her hair was up in a ponytail, reminding Kate of Amanda.
“I’m told Daisy Washburn is here,” said Kate, when Steinbach just kept looking at her.
Steinbach stood up. He was a big man, at least six feet two, and the arms emerging from the short sleeves of his blue scrubs looked well-muscled. Having a big nurse around had to be handy.
“Are you next of kin?” he asked.
Was that hostility? Kate tried to think if she had ever even met the fellow, let alone offended him, but she came up blank.
“No,” she said calmly. “Daisy is a friend.” Well, that might not technically be true, but it would do for now. “I was here on business and thought I’d check in on her.”
“I’m sorry, chief,” said the nurse stiffly. “We can’t release — ”
At that moment, an older woman in a nurse’s white scrubs walked out of the nearest room, scribbling on a clipboard. She looked up, her face a question mark, but waited until she was next to Kate before speaking, clearly not wanting to disturb whoever was in the room. Her name tag read “Kirkham”.
Kate recognized authority when she saw it. This was the nurse in charge.
“Chief Williams,” said the woman, her voice low and calm. “How can we help you?”
“She’s asking about one of our patients, Astrid,” said Steinbach. “I explained that we can only release information to next of kin.”
Nurse Kirkham smiled tightly. “Seeing as no next of kin have come forward, George, I think we can share some information with the chief. After all, she can help us locate Ms. Washburn’s family.”
Kate’s eyebrows rose. She could feel herself flushing from the heat. “Daisy has a husband in Mendenhall,” she said, then racked her brains trying to remember his name. She’d never met the man, but Daisy often spoke of him. “Frank. His name is Frank Washburn, I think.”
Astrid Kirkham nodded. “We’ve tried the home number, with no answer. And we don’t leave messages of this nature, of course.”
Of course. Kate took a deep breath. Just how badly was Daisy hurt?
“I’ll send a car around to the house,” she offered.
“Thank you, chief.”
Steinbach reluctantly sat down and began punching in information on the computer keyboard as Astrid Kirkham took Kate by the elbow and led her toward the farthest room. Kate found herself reluctant to go in and was deeply grateful when Nurse Kirkham stopped in front of the window. The dimly-lit room beyond was tiny, with barely enough space for the hospital bed and the various stands and other equipment clustered around it. Kate had an impression of red and green numbers on various displays, and hoses and wires disappearing under blankets before her confused eye finally found Daisy.
Then she hissed in dismay.
Even in the dim light she could see that Daisy’s face was puffy and covered in lacerations. A bandage wrapped around her head gleamed white in the gloom. Her right arm was in a cast and rested on top of the blanket.
“How bad...?”
“Broken arm, a couple of cracked ribs, some tendon damage in her shoulder. We don’t think there’s internal bleeding, but we want to keep an eye on it. The worst injury is to her brain.”
Kate looked at Nurse Kirkham with horror. Brain damage? Her heart twisted in pain for Daisy, even though she wasn’t sure she liked the woman, especially after learning that she had caused the breakup of McKell’s marriage. But Daisy Washburn was smart, quick-witted, and ambitious. She would rather lose a leg than have brain damage.
“There’s swelling around the brain,” explained Nurse Kirkham. “We’re keeping her in an artificial coma until the swelling goes down and we can assess.” She patted Kate’s arm. “The air bag absorbed most of the shock, but she banged her head when the car flipped. We’ll know in the next few days.”
Kate nodded, feeling a little bit in shock herself. Behind them, voices floated down the hallway as Steinbach spoke to someone and was answered.
Kate cleared her throat. “I’ll see about finding her husband.”
They turned to go back and Kate saw that the voices she’d heard belonged to Mayor Dabbs and his wife. The mayor was a tall, thin man and he loomed over the duty desk, leaning one elbow on the high shelf that obscured the work station’s computers and storage crannies. He wore a suit, as always, and had a heavy overcoat folded over his other arm. His gray hair matched his wife’s, although his was clipped short and hers was in a stylish bob.
Mrs. Dabbs stood next to her husband, looking worried. She came up considerably short of her husband’s shoulder. The young nurse had disappeared, but George Steinbach was leaning back in his chair, a stubborn look on his face. As Kate and Nurse Kirkham approached, Steinbach said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Mayor, but the rules are there for a reason.”
Mrs. Dabbs looked around at their approach. “Len.”
Mayor Leonard Dabbs looked around and saw them. Immediately he straightened and headed for Nurse Kirkham.
“Are you the nurse in charge?” he asked politely. As if by magic, Mrs. Dabbs appeared by his side. She had big brown eyes that right now were filled with determination.
“I am, Mr. Mayor,” said Astrid Kirkham calmly. “Mrs. Dabbs.” She nodded to the mayor’s wife. “How can I help?” She kept her voice down, encouraging them to do the same by her example.
Kate almost smiled. The mayor, like the chief of police, was a public figure. In a small town like Mendenhall, everybody knew who they were.
“We’ve come to see Daisy,” said Mrs. Dabbs without giving her husband a chance to answer. “She works for my husband and is a friend of the family. This young man,” she nodded in Steinbach’s direction, “says we can’t.”
And this is where I get off.
She nodded politely to the mayor and his wife and kept walking. As though noticing her for the first time, the mayor frowned and Kate knew she would now become another argument for them to be allowed to see Daisy.
As she headed down the stairs, she found herself thinking about Daisy Pitcairn-Washburn. Daisy didn’t have any family. The mayor and his wife were probably the closest thing she had to one, except for her husband.
Kate reached the main floor landing with a troubled sigh. Now she would have to find Frank Washburn and inform him that his wife had been in a serious accident. Could have been worse, she supposed. At least Daisy wasn’t dead.
* * *
Kate had never been to the Mendenhall hospital’s morgue, but she knew exactly where to look for it. Sure enough, it was in the basement, past the electrical room, the secure storage, and the supply room. It was at the end of the brightly-lit, meticulously clean hallway, behind double doors. The doors had windows, but the windows were covered on the other side by blue gingham curtains.
The curtains gave her pause. She didn’t think she’d even seen curtains in a morgue before.
A discreet sign by the right hand door read, “Ring for admittance.” So she shifted her parka to her left arm and pressed on the button. To her surprise, a chime sounded faintly behind the doors.
Good grief.
The curtain twitched and a chocolate brown eye peered out at her. The curtain twitched back and the door suddenly opened.
Dr. Faith Kijawa stood in the doorway, one hand holding the door open. She wore a blue surgeon’s gown with stains of a dubious nature, and a matching blue hat. A mask covered her black face. She blinked once, then turned without a word, leaving Kate to follow her.
Nonplussed, Kate put a hand out to keep the door from closing in her face and pushed it open to follow the doctor. They had met a couple of times, often enough that they would nod at each other in recognition when passing each other on the street.
Doc Kijawa was hard to miss. She was at least five feet ten, heavy-boned, and black-skinned. She had moved to Mendenhall from South Africa about ten years earlier. Kate judged her to be in her early sixties. She stood out amid the predominantly fair-skinned, blue-eyed, Ukraine-descended population of Mendenhall like molasses on white bread.
“You are early,” said Doctor Kijawa over her shoulder.
The morgue was maybe the size of two regular hospital rooms put together. At one end were the ubiquitous body drawers — four of them. In the middle of the room was a metal table with an overhead light on an articulated arm. There was a body on the table, under a heavy white sheet.
Another body lay on a gurney shoved close to the wall, also covered by a white sheet. There were red-brown stains on the sheet.
Dr. Kijawa walked past the autopsy table without glancing at it and took her seat at the desk against the far wall. She picked up a pen and scribbled something on a label.
“I do not have anything for you yet,” the doctor said. Her South African accent made her sound exotic. “The body is still thawing. I have drawn blood and will send it out for analysis.” She didn’t look up as she kept writing.
Kate nodded. The doctor would courier the vials to the Winnipeg lab where they would be placed in the queue. No telling when the results would come in. Could be tomorrow. Could be next week.
She watched the doctor place four vials of blood in a red plastic container. She then taped the lid shut and affixed the label across the top of the container so that it overlapped the lip of the container. The container couldn’t be opened without tearing the label.
The walls not occupied by drawers and desk held open shelves filled with jars and boxes, and a closed cabinet with a lock on it.
Kate had always associated the smell of morgues with death — a kind of generic, unpleasant, whirled-into-one combination of antiseptic cleanser, alcohol, and decomp.
This one smelled of cinnamon.
Dr. Kijawa finished sealing the parcel and looked around at Kate. She had a high forehead, a nose curved like a scimitar and full lips. Her hair was going gray and was cropped tightly to her skull, giving her cheekbones the prominence they so richly deserved. If not for the hair, Kate would have put her age in her early forties. Until she looked in her eyes.
“Would you like some tea?” asked the doctor.
Another first. No one had ever offered her something to drink in a morgue. Kate shook her head.
“No thanks, Doc. Did you get a chance to examine the body?”
“Of course I did,” said the doctor sharply. She stood up and walked around to the head of the table. Without warning, she flipped the sheet covering the body down to its waist. The man was naked, and very white. His eyelids didn’t close all the way. The underside of his arms and his back were mottled blue where the blood had pooled. Kate blinked a couple of times. He was in essentially the same position in which they had found him. The difference was he had been deliberately laid out on this table.
Had someone deliberately laid him out in the snow? Even if he was too drunk to realize he was freezing to death, wouldn’t he have curled up instinctively, to conserve heat?
Kate drew in a breath then wished she hadn’t. Cinnamon only masked so much.
Doc Kijawa’s big hand hovered over the head, then slowly swept down the length of the body. “He is a man in his late twenties, early thirties,” she said, her voice clinically detached. “No serious scars, no broken bones.” She glanced at Kate. “I was able to obtain x-rays, since they do not depend on body temperature.” Then she looked down at the body again and resumed her categorizing. “His musculature is solid but lean. He visited a gym regularly. No calluses on hands or feet. Whatever he did for a living, it was not physical. He has all his teeth. What dental work is present is good quality. No contact lenses.”
She sighed. “In short, Chief Williams, this man appears to be in very good physical condition. He took care of himself in life. There is no evident medical reason for him to be dead.” She shrugged. “The test will tell us if there was alcohol or drugs in his blood. Very likely he died of hypothermia.”
Kate nodded again. Likely he had, but she, like the doctor, would not pronounce cause of death until she had all the facts.
“When will you conduct the autopsy?” she asked.
Dr. Kijawa pulled the sheet back up. “It will be quite some time before he is thawed enough,” she said. Kate could hear the tiredness in the woman’s voice. She had probably been up since the exercise was called in the middle of the night. Yet her eyes were clear.
Kate wondered what kind of eye drops she used.
“All right,” she said finally. “I’ll check in with you later.”
Dr. Kijawa shook her head. “I am going to try to sleep,” she said. “Give me your number. I will call you when I am done.”
Fair enough. Kate gave the doctor her cell phone number and turned toward the door.
“Chief Williams.”
She glanced back at the woman.
“Have you identified him yet?” asked the doctor softly.
Kate shook her head. “Not yet,” she said. “But it won’t be long. We’re running plates and cross-checking with DMV records.” It always took more time to check with the Department of Motor Vehicles on the weekend.
The doctor nodded. She had resumed her seat at the desk and now faced Kate with her big hands folded primly in her lap. For the first time, Kate realized the doctor was wearing a woolen skirt with black tights and flat shoes. Her face lost its professional detachment and she looked suddenly much older.
“Someone is waiting to hear from him,” she said sadly.
They stared at each other for a few seconds, each having had to give this same bad news to others in the past. Finally Kate sighed.
“Thank you, doctor.” And she left the strange morgue behind, hearing the lock click behind her.
As she entered the stairwell to climb to the main floor, the smells of dinner reached her. She glanced at her watch. Almost five o’clock. It was dinnertime and her stomach didn’t care. It seemed to her that the sandwiches she had eaten that morning at the station were still sitting like lead in her stomach.
The conversation she’d just had with Dr. Kijawa replayed in her head. The dead man might not have anyone waiting on him. No one had reported him missing. How sad that was. To die suddenly and have no one to care except the ones who found your body.
When she reached the main floor, she headed for the lobby, nodding at the admissions clerk and shrugging into her parka. She pulled her cell phone out and turned it back on as she emerged into the biting cold. The sun was setting, blessing the western sky with a rosy glow.
She stood at the hospital entrance, watching the sky and the almost empty parking lot. A big pine tree stood in the middle of a roundabout island. It still had Christmas lights on and probably would until the temperature warmed up. An ambulance drove up slowly, its roof lights off. The driver nodded at Kate then the ambulance disappeared around the back of the building.
Was the patient already dead, or were the paramedics just back from dinner break?
She shook her head and tried to decide what she needed to do now, but her brain was having trouble turning over. She had to go back to the station and check out the interviews with the witnesses at the exercise site. She had to... what? Just couldn’t think straight anymore. Time for coffee.
She pulled her hood up and slipped the phone back into its inside pocket. She was pulling her mittens on when the phone rang, startling her into dropping one of them.
She stooped to pick it up and groaned as she straightened. She’d been on her feet way too long, and now her back was going to make her pay for it.
The phone rang four more times before she finally fumbled it out of its pocket.
“Williams,” she said into it.
“It’s Charlotte.”
Kate braced herself at the note in the girl’s voice. “What is it?” she asked as calmly as she could.
“We’ve identified the man from the exercise,” said Charlotte heavily. Kate noted that Charlotte hadn’t said the word “dead.”
Kate waited, listening to Charlotte breathe. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she said, “And?”
Charlotte took a deep breath. There was a catch in it. “Chief, it’s Frank Washburn, Daisy’s husband.”
CHAPTER 6
The streetlights were on and the temperature was already dropping by the time Kate pulled into the station’s back parking lot. She dragged herself out of the Explorer and trudged to the rear door, where she paused to straighten her posture and lift her chin. She opened the door and a wave of warmth enveloped her as she walked in. She immediately began to shiver. That was tiredness more than cold, she knew.
But the cold didn’t help.
The row of hard wooden chairs sat empty against the vestibule wall and the lunch room was dark. All she could hear was voices on the radio as constables on patrol checked in with each other.
She wiped her boots off and pulled off her mittens. From her angle, she could see the half-open door to the duty room, the corner of one of the common desks, and McKell’s door. Wetness marked the spot on the runner in front of the duty desk where Alexandra Kowalski and Jon Avramson had stood melting earlier.
Dear lord — was that only a few hours ago? It felt like a week.
Where was everyone?
She pulled her Sorels off and placed them on the horsehair mat next to the door. She probably wouldn’t be here that long and the boots wouldn’t be in the way. Then she pushed open the door to the empty duty room. Four desks occupied the central space, and Charlotte’s made five. Her office door and McKell’s were closed, as was the door to the cell area. The door to the locker room was ajar but the room beyond was in darkness. What the hell...?
Kate stood in the doorway and listened. She could hear voices coming faintly from the rear of the building. A shiver coursed up her body and she hugged her parka more tightly about her. She couldn’t seem to get warm.
She sniffed. Something smelled good. Something smelled wonderful. She glanced around the room and saw a crockpot sitting next to the log book on the duty counter. The cord hung down over the edge of the counter. Kate stared at it, perplexed. What was a crock pot doing in her station? This one had a glass lid that was beaded with moisture on the inside.
Then she blinked. Was that her crock pot?
The cell room door opened, spilling light and voices into the duty room. Charlotte emerged first, looking over her shoulder.
Then Amanda walked out, followed by Tattersall, who seemed to be explaining something. All three stopped when they saw her. Charlotte was the first to recover.
“Chief. Your niece just brought over some soup.” She frowned reproachfully at Kate. “You never mentioned you had company.” Her eyes were bloodshot and the bags under them were even more pronounced. But her mouth had relaxed. Even Tattersall looked more relaxed. He had even combed his hair.
Clearly, Amanda’s visit had given them something else to think about besides Daisy’s woes, and Kate was grateful.
And yet the first words out of her mouth were, “There’s nobody on the duty desk.”
Tattersall’s pale complexion reddened in embarrassment and Kate could have kicked herself. There were times during a shift when the duty desk was unoccupied. If there was no one at the station but the duty officer and he or she had to go the bathroom, for example.
“Sorry, ma’am,” said Tattersall. He climbed up the platform and settled himself at the counter. “We were giving your niece a tour of the station.”
Amanda’s face was carefully devoid of expression. “I knew you were busy, so I thought I’d bring you supper.”
“That was very thoughtful,” said Charlotte firmly, placing a hand on Amanda’s arm. “Wasn’t it, chief?” The look in her eyes was stern.
At that moment, the front door opened, letting in a blast of cold air. Kate took a step back so the wall no longer blocked her view. Trepalli and Friesen walked in, stomping loose snow off their boots.
Trepalli looked up and found her staring at him.
“Hello, chief. I — ” He stopped and sniffed. “What smells so good?” Next to him, Friesen pulled his hood back and took a deep breath.
“Food,” he said reverently.
Like cartoon characters drawn by a trail of aroma, they floated toward the duty room. Kate barely got out of the doorway before they brushed by her and stopped to stare at the crock pot.
Which left her wondering how she hadn’t smelled it when she first walked in. Was her sense of smell deteriorating along with her eyesight? And why hadn’t she noticed Amanda’s car in the parking lot?
And then she remembered that she had come in the back way. Amanda must be parked in front.
Trepalli was the first one to notice Amanda. As though he sensed her attention, his gaze lifted from the crock pot and tracked through the room until it found her. He looked at her and his face grew very still. Amanda stared back at him, her color high, seemingly unable to break eye contact. Next to her, Charlotte glanced from one to the other, her expression unreadable.
Charlotte and Trepalli had had a brief fling last fall, but that was over now. Wasn’t it?
“Well, hello!” said Friesen, finally noticing Amanda. He stepped toward her, smiling, and stuck his hand out. “Ben Friesen.”
Amanda shook his hand. “Amanda Coburn.”
“The chief’s niece,” added Charlotte. She smiled stiffly. “She made soup for us.”
Trepalli stepped forward and Friesen reluctantly let go of Amanda’s hand.
“Marco Trepalli.” He shook her hand once firmly and let go. “Thank you.”
Amanda blushed. Kate’s eyebrows rose in dismay. Time to nip this in the bud.
“Yes, thank you, Amanda,” she said. “I’ll be home in a little while.”
At once, five pairs of eyes turned to look at her.
“What?” she said defensively.
“You should go home now,” said Charlotte bluntly.
“I’ve got work to do.” Honestly, that girl acted like her mother sometimes.
“With all due respect, ma’am,” said Friesen, eyeing her critically, “Charlotte’s right. You’ve been up for almost forty-eight hours.”
And it’s showing, his tone said.
“I — ”
“There’s nothing to do tonight that can’t wait until tomorrow,” added Trepalli.
“You’re both looking rough around the edges, too,” Kate pointed out. They’d both participated in the exercise and had been interviewing witnesses for the last twelve hours. Not to mention working the real crash this afternoon. They had to be tired. Of course, they were much younger...
Trepalli nodded. “And we’re officially off shift. Parker and Olinchuk relieved us half an hour ago.”
Kate glanced up at the big wall clock above the duty desk. It was past six. Tattersall must have ordered Colin Parker and Michael Olinchuk in early to relieve the two who’d been on duty so long. All at once, fatigue descended over her, weighing her down, as if the night had suddenly grown unbearably heavy.
“I’ve almost finished compiling the interviews,” said Charlotte. “They’ll be waiting for you tomorrow morning.”
Kate opened her mouth but before she could say anything, Tattersall chimed in. “No offence, ma’am, but you’re starting to look a little cross-eyed.”
“All right!” she said irritably. “I get the message!” This was bordering on mutiny.
Then she was overtaken by a huge yawn and everyone in the room laughed.
She grinned sheepishly. Maybe they were right. She wouldn’t be able to focus properly on the interviews and she wanted to correlate them to the rough map Charlotte had drawn. She needed to be clear-headed to figure out who was telling the truth, who was slanting it, and who was lying outright, if anyone was.
That wasn’t going to happen tonight.
Amanda walked over to her. “Come on, Aunt Kate. I’ll whip up some crepes for a quick dinner.”
Friesen whistled softly. “What are you?” he asked admiringly. “Some kind of chef?”
Amanda laughed. “As a matter of fact, I am.”
Kate put an arm around Amanda’s shoulders and turned her away from Friesen and Trepalli. “I’ll meet you there.”
Amanda walked out to a chorus of good nights and Kate turned back to Charlotte, Friesen and Trepalli.
“You two,” she pointed to the two constables. “You’re off duty. Go home. You,” she pointed to Charlotte. “Go home. Now. Don’t make me tell you again.”
All three nodded, chastised. The constables headed for the locker room and Charlotte for the washroom. When Kate was alone with Tattersall, she eyed him. How long had he been on? She’d lost track. Dear God, where was that damned McKell when she needed him?
“Constable, who is relieving you?”
Tattersall hesitated, then glanced at the clock. He had been on all day. Shift ended at seven o’clock. Usually the duty officer came on early to get briefed on the previous shift. Tattersall was overdue for relief.
“Dan called to say he was going to be late, ma’am,” he said finally. “I don’t mind waiting. It’s Sunday night.”
Boychuk had been on all last night with the exercise. He couldn’t have gotten enough sleep and now he was due on shift again, for another twelve hours. DC McKell would have been better prepared.
But Tattersall was right. Sundays were dead, usually. Boychuk should have a quiet time of it on the duty desk. Of course, this Sunday had started with a dead body at a mock accident and ended with another one at a real accident. If she were a superstitious woman, she’d be nervous.
“All right,” she said finally. “Everybody else reported in?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said promptly. “Temblay and Fallon are on patrol, and Parker and Olinchuk will be here any minute.”
Her gaze fell on the crock pot and she hesitated.
“I’ll put it in the lunch room for the night shift,” said Tattersall, reading her mind.
Kate nodded. It was time to go home. Much as she resented it, her body was forcing her to rest. She’d have to pursue the investigation in the morning.
“One last thing,” she said.
“Ma’am?” prompted Tattersall when she didn’t continue.
Kate took a deep breath. “Call the hospital. Talk to Nurse Kirkham on the intensive care unit. Tell her she can stop looking for Daisy Washburn’s husband.”
Tattersall nodded somberly and reached for the telephone.
As she headed for her boots by the back door, Kate wondered where Daisy Washburn had been going when she had the accident. And why Frank Washburn had been dressed in a tux.
CHAPTER 7
Kate didn’t get a chance to talk to Amanda that night. By the time she got home, she was so exhausted that she barely made it to her bed before she crashed.
She woke up with a start to a dark room and a silent house. She lay perfectly still, her eyes wide, until she realized that the sound that had awakened her was her stomach’s grumbling. With a groan, she flipped over to her side and glanced at the clock. 3:40. In the morning.
God hated her.
With a sigh, she pushed the blankets off and sat up. The room was cold and she hurriedly slipped her feet in the sheepskin slippers that had been her sister Rose’s Christmas gift last year. Had she turned the furnace down before she went to bed? She couldn’t remember. She felt around at the foot of the bed but couldn’t find her robe. It must still be hanging up behind the door.
Finally, all the pieces fell back in place and she remembered leaving her clothes where they had dropped on the floor and pulling on her fleece pajamas before crawling into bed. Amanda must have turned the furnace down because it was the furthest thing from Kate’s mind once she saw her bed.
She should have listened to the girl and eaten something before crashing.
She reached the door without tripping over her clothes and slipped the heavy bathrobe over her pajamas. She knew from experience that there was no going back to sleep for her. She might as well get some work done.
As quietly as she could, she opened her bedroom door and glanced at the spare room across the hallway from hers. The door was closed.
Usually she kept her laptop in the spare room, on the desk. But she’d left it in the kitchen the last time she used it. She flicked on the kitchen light and headed for the kettle. This was going to be a heavy coffee day.
Ten minutes later, she had turned the heat up, turned the computer on, and scooped coffee into her Bodum. She had turned on every light in the kitchen and now, with the blind closed on the back door and the curtains drawn at the window over the sink, she had the sense of being insulated against the outer darkness. She took the kettle off the burner before it could whistle and poured the hot water over the coffee grounds, then topped the water with the plunger. In a minute or so, she would push the plunger down. The smell alone was waking her up.
She sat down at the counter, pulled the laptop toward her and punched in her password. A moment later, she had access to her work computer. On the common drive, she found the transcripts of the interviews Trepalli and Friesen had conducted, and later, Martins and Holmes.
Charlotte had wanted to compile them this morning, but Kate needed to read the raw interviews before they got filtered through Charlotte’s data processing program.
She poured herself a cup of coffee and began reading.
There were almost fifty interviews in all, including the volunteers, the emergency responders, and the EMO observers. Were she a lesser woman, the number would be daunting. With a sigh, she shifted on the hard stool to a more comfortable position. This was going to take a while.
* * *
By six o’clock, Kate had read through all the interviews, jotting down notes on the back of a hydro bill, since all her pads of paper were in the spare room. On Saturday morning, in preparation for the exercise, a crane had been brought in to pull the train car onto its side and place the damaged bus in position. All that work had taken place in daylight. The workers would have seen Frank’s body if it had been there.
She pulled the blind on the door up and opened the curtains. What had been cozy in the middle of the night was starting to feel claustrophobic.
Charlotte was right — the volunteers were easy. They had been bussed in, escorted to their positions in the great fake drama, and there they had stayed — except for those carried away by ambulance — until Kate called an end to the exercise. The best guess was that they had been on site for fifty-five to ninety minutes before they left. None of them were in the vicinity of the body.
Of course, someone could be lying.
She absently picked up her cup and then put it down. She’d emptied the pot an hour ago but was too involved to get up and make more coffee. She would have to move soon or pay for it with a backache the rest of the day.
As for the EMO observers, she divided them into two categories: the ones who had come on the scene with the volunteers and helped place them, and the ones who arrived on scene half an hour later to set up the observation post, just before the fake emergency call went out.
She paid particular attention to the first group, as they had wandered all over the site, setting up the exercise. They — about five of them — arrived on the bus with the twenty-six volunteer victims, and while they were all over the place, in the bus, in the train, outside the bus, even partway up the slope toward the highway, nobody could recall seeing Frank Washburn’s body.
According to these interviews, none of the firefighters, emergency medical technicians, or cops had seen the body before the all clear was sounded.
Kate stared out the window of the door that led to the deck and tapped her finger on her empty cup. If she squinted past the reflection of the lit kitchen, she could make out a faint, rosy glow in the inky night. No, that was wishful thinking.
Dozens of people had swarmed all over that site, some with powerful handheld flashlights, some with headlamps. Was it possible that no one had seen the body before Avramson called it in? It was possible. That night had been very dark and there’d been ice fog.
But if so, how had Avramson’s crew stumbled on Frank Washburn’s body?
In her mind’s eye, she retraced her own steps from the moment the two HazMat guys gave the all clear. She had been delayed by Bert’s call, then Alex Kowalski had joined her on the highway. After that, she had walked down to the “accident.” The part of the site facing the highway was pretty well illuminated by the floodlights EMO had set up by their tent, but when she circled the train and bus it was much darker, despite the spillover effect. And the ice fog had made everything uncertain.
How long had Frank Washburn’s body lain there before someone noticed him? Was it truly possible that no one had seen him? Or had the man seen all the lights and activity and in a drunken stupor tried to reach them only to fall short?
She was going to have to go back to the damned scene and check it out again.
Who exactly had found the body? She flipped through the screens on the computer, trying to locate the information. She couldn’t recall seeing any mention. Avramson hadn’t known either, and he was one of the first on scene.
“Good morning.”
Kate jumped and knocked the cup over on the counter, spilling the cold dregs. “Ack!” She pushed the laptop away from the small pool and righted the cup before turning to give her niece the evil eye.
“Sorry, Aunt Kate!” said Amanda remorsefully. “I thought you heard me coming.” She hurried to the sink and grabbed one of the dishtowels hanging off the oven’s door handle.
She deftly wiped the spill up. While she was rinsing out the towel, Kate closed down the laptop and set it aside.
Frank Washburn would have to wait while she figured out what was happening with her niece.
“How long have you been up?” asked Amanda at the sink.
“A while,” said Kate.
“Tell you what. Why don’t you go take a shower while I get some breakfast going?”
Kate opened her mouth to argue but her stomach rumbled in anticipation and, frankly, she couldn’t think of a single good reason why she shouldn’t follow her niece’s suggestion.
Half an hour later, she entered a kitchen redolent with wonderful smells. Was that bacon? She didn’t even have bacon in the house. Amanda looked up from the frying pan and grinned.
“Just in time,” she said, and expertly flipped a golden brown piece of French toast onto a plate. She plucked four strips of bacon from underneath a paper towel and placed them on the plate next to the French toast. Three slices of orange completed the ensemble. Amanda’s gaze travelled up and down Kate’s uniform before she nodded toward the other room.
“In the dining room,” she said, carrying the plate in one hand and its twin in the other.
Bemused, Kate followed the girl into the dining room and found that Amanda had set the table for two. She had found place mats and the good cutlery. The Bodum stood on a trivet between the two place mats. A small plate stacked with more French toast sat next to a gleaming silver sugar and creamer set that Kate had forgotten she owned.
“What’s in there?” asked Kate, pointing to the golden liquid in the gravy boat that sat next to the Bodum.
“Warm maple syrup,” said Amanda. “Sit. Eat.”
Kate sat and Amanda set a plate in front of her.
“I don’t have maple syrup,” said Kate. “Or bacon.” Those were Bad For Her.
“I went shopping yesterday afternoon,” said Amanda, slipping into the chair across from her. “I should have looked through your cupboards first,” she muttered. She had brushed her blond hair back into a loose pony tail and wore a pair of black leggings under a large sweatshirt that read, “Montreal Academy of Fine Foods,” where she had studied. Heavy, multi-colored wool socks that Kate was willing to bet Rose had knitted for her completed the outfit. Without makeup, Amanda looked even younger than twenty-three, fresh-faced and clear-eyed and unutterably beautiful.
Yes, indeed. It was going to be hard keeping Trepalli and Friesen away from her.
The aroma was making her mouth water. She cut into the toasted bread and took a bite. A soft groan escaped her as the delicious, warm, buttery egg taste filled her mouth. Amanda had waited for her reaction and now cut into her own toast with a satisfied smile. They ate in silence for the next ten minutes and Kate polished off three slices of French toast and all the bacon on her plate.
Finally, she pushed it away and leaned back. This was going to cost her in gym time.
Only then did she notice that Amanda had barely touched her food.
“All right,” said Kate firmly. “What’s going on, pumpkin?” She automatically slipped into the pet name she’d had for her niece when she was little. Amanda had loved Halloween more than she loved Christmas.
Amanda stared at her for a few seconds, clearly considering her answer. Her mouth turned down slightly and her jawline hardened. She looked away.
“I’m thinking of quitting my job.”
According to Kate’s sister Rose, landing a job at L’Assiette blanche was a coup for a young chef, even if the job was as a sous-chef. Amanda loved that job.
Her niece shrugged and stepped into the pregnant silence. “I need a break. I wanted to clear my head. I knew you wouldn’t mind.” She still didn’t look at Kate.
Kate swallowed a mouthful of coffee and considered the girl. Unlike television cops, real cops usually couldn’t tell just by looking at someone if they were lying. Amanda, however, was a terrible liar. Always had been. When she lied, her face flushed and her eyes grew jittery.
The girl’s cheeks were pink.
“Want to tell me about it?” Kate asked softly.
Amanda’s hands tightened on the coffee mug she was clutching.
“All right.” She look up suddenly and there was determination in her eyes. “I want to quit because the chef won’t leave me alone.”
Kate’s eyebrows rose in astonishment. “You mean...?”
Amanda nodded. “Yes. He corners me every chance he gets. The man has no shame! He’s married with three children!”
“Son of a bitch,” said Kate softly. She studied her niece’s face, her cop’s instincts telling her she wasn’t getting the whole story. Amanda’s cheeks were still flushed and she couldn’t meet Kate’s gaze for any length of time. What was going on here? “Do your folks know?” she asked slowly, watching for the girl’s reaction.
“Aunt Kate — ” The shrill ringing of the phone interrupted Amanda and she looked at Kate. “Who calls at seven in the morning?”
Kate shrugged. Work, probably. Everybody knew she was an early riser.
She pushed her chair back and stalked over to the kitchen wall phone.
“Williams.”
“Why haven’t you released the scene?”
The tight, angry voice was a little too loud and she pulled the phone away. Who...? Oh, of course. She put the phone back to her ear.
“Hello, Alexandra.” It took a lot of chutzpah to call the chief of police at home, especially so early.
“Your people won’t let me have my site back,” said Kowalski. Apparently today would be a continuation of yesterday. “If you release the scene today, I can still make this work.”
Kate shook her head. “You want to run the exercise today?” Holy cow. It had taken months of prep work and logistical gymnastics to settle on a date and she wanted to call a spur-of-the-moment exercise, just like that? “You’ll never get all your volunteers back.”
“I’ve called them all,” retorted Kowalski. “I can get most of them back, and most of the emergency responders, too. You’re the hold up.”
Hold up? This was the first Kate had heard that there was a possibility of running the exercise anyway.
It didn’t matter. She wasn’t releasing the scene until she was ready.
“I understand, but — ”
“Manitoba Rail needs their goddam track back!” Kowalski’s voice rose with frustration and Kate’s eyebrows rose, too. This woman did not take well to being thwarted.
“We have to clear the bus from the tracks by Wednesday morning,” continued Kowalski. “That leaves tonight and tomorrow night. The sooner you release the site, the sooner we can set this rolling again!”
“Kowalski, nobody will be ready!” Who the hell had she been talking to? There was no way she could coordinate the volunteers and emergency responders for a second exercise so soon. It had taken months to figure out the first one, for Pete’s sake.
“Exactly!” said Kowalski with grim satisfaction. “This will be a true test of emergency preparedness.”
Kate opened her mouth only to close it again. She couldn’t argue with that logic. If Alexandra Kowalski wanted to alienate every emergency responder in the area, that was her business. Kate doubted she’d be able to swing it. After all, Kowalski would have to run it by her bosses first. Just the logistics of getting the volunteer “victims” back would stop her. Something would stop her.
Kate shifted the phone to her other ear. “I need to take another look at the scene in daylight,” she said patiently. “After that, I’ll release the scene.”
“About time,” said Kowalski. “Don’t tell anyone about the surprise exercise.” Then she hung up, leaving Kate staring at the receiver. Next to Kowalski, she was Miss Manners.
“She sounded mad,” said Amanda behind her.
Kate hung up the phone and turned to face her niece. “Alexandra Kowalski is always mad.” Crazy, more likely. She sighed. “I have to go to work.” She studied her niece’s face for a few seconds. She wanted to pursue their conversation, but the moment had passed. “Will you be all right here by yourself?”
Amanda shrugged. “Sure. I’ll probably do some exploring around town.”
Kate remembered the cute bomber jacket and stylish boots her niece had worn the day before. “Dress for the weather,” she said. “If your car breaks down, you can get frostbite waiting for help. I have extra coats and stuff in the hall closet.”
“Aunt Kate,” said Amanda with a smile. “This isn’t Timbuktu, you know.”
Kate didn’t smile. “No, it’s Manitoba and it’s below thirty Celsius out there. Make sure you’re dressed warm enough to survive a walk to the nearest shelter.”
Amanda nodded, apparently chastened, but Kate wondered if she would listen.
As she put on her winter boots — her regular ones, not the heavy white Sorels — she promised herself she’d call Rose from the office.
Her sister would want to know that Amanda was safe. Maybe together they could figure out how to deal with this chef.
* * *
She arrived at the station an hour after shift change. Tattersall was back at the duty desk, typing at the computer. He nodded a greeting when she walked in but kept working. Trepalli stood at the counter, reading through the log book. He looked up at her.
“Morning, chief.”
“Good morning, constable.” Marco Trepalli was a good-looking boy, with those blue, blue eyes and that thick head of black hair. When he smiled, dimples appeared in his cheeks. She definitely had to keep Amanda away from him.
She hung up her parka in her office, changed her boots for shoes and turned on her computer before heading back to the duty room. She stopped in front of Charlotte’s drawing of the accident scene on the white board and stood staring at the red “X” that marked the location of Frank Washburn’s body. “Trepalli.”
“Ma’am?”
She looked over her shoulder at him. “Who found the body?”
“As near as I can tell, a few people stumbled on it at the same time.”
“No one claimed to have seen it first?”
“No, ma’am.”
Tattersall stopped typing and turned to look at them, clearly interested.
“Do you remember who they were?” he asked Trepalli.
Trepalli joined Kate at the white board. He pointed at the cluster of black numbers near Washburn’s body. The boy had big hands. Clean nails, too.
“There were three firefighters and the chief, at first,” he said. “Paul Arquette, Sam Higgins and Ed Pellegrino, plus Chief Avramson. Then the chief called one of the paramedics over.” He hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Philip Choo.”
Kate mulled over the information, replaying her arrival on the scene last night. The night before last. She didn’t know the three firefighters, but she had spoken with Choo, who had confirmed Washburn was dead.
“What’s the matter, chief?” asked Tattersall.
She shook her head. “Probably nothing, but I thought I saw six people around the body when I got there.”
Trepalli’s eyebrows rose. “I can check with Friesen. Between the two of us, we interviewed almost all the volunteers. There were only about half a dozen left when Martins and Holmes relieved us.”
“Where is Friesen?” asked Kate, looking around the duty room for the first time. Charlotte was usually in by now but she had express orders to sleep in this morning. Usually a couple of constables were at the general desks, finishing up reports before they headed home, or in the lunch room briefing their replacements.
“He’s driving Olinchuk home,” said Tattersall. “He couldn’t get his car started.”
Kate nodded and glanced at the board next to the duty desk. It listed who was on duty at any given time. She saw Trepalli’s name and Friesen’s, showing that they were in. And Martins and Holmes were already on patrol.
“I need to go over the interviews again,” she said. Clearly she had missed something.
Tattersall picked up a file folder and held it up. “I printed out all the interviews,” he said. “We can split them up.”
Kate nodded. “We’re looking to identify who first saw the body.”
Tattersall opened the folder, pulled out half the sheets and handed her the rest in the folder. Kate tucked it under her arm and headed for the lunch room. May as well be comfortable. “Coffee?” she threw over her shoulder at Tattersall.
“Please.”
Behind her, Friesen’s voice sounded over Trepalli’s radio, “There in five.”
“Ready,” replied Trepalli, already moving toward the door.
CHAPTER 8
Kate was almost through her pile of interviews when a shadow blocked the lunch room door. She looked up, pen poised in mid-air, and found DC McKell filling the doorway. His parka was open, revealing his uniform. He held gloves in one hand and his fur hat was tucked under one arm. There were dark circles under his blue eyes and his face looked thinner. He stared at her with annoyance.
“I was only gone for a week,” he said. “You couldn’t have waited for me to get back?”
Kate forced herself to relax, recognizing his attempt at a joke.
“How’s your father?”
McKell entered the lunch room and tossed his hat and gloves onto an empty club chair. “Still dying,” he said. He looked at her. “But he’s not in such a rush now.”
She had no idea what to say to that. He removed his parka and folded it over the top of the club chair before walking over to the coffee pot and pouring himself a cup. The lines on either side of his mouth looked deeper, as if gouged out with a knife.
“So,” he said after the silence had stretched on uncomfortably. “Frank Washburn.” He sat down at the table across from Kate.
She nodded. “And Daisy.”
His mouth tightened. She only noticed because she was watching for it.
McKell and Daisy Washburn were not friends. He blamed her for destroying his marriage to Elizabeth Dabbs, the mayor’s daughter. In a way, he was right. Daisy and Elizabeth were best friends. When testing showed that McKell would never father a child, it was Daisy who put into words the fact that it wasn’t too late for Elizabeth to have children with another man.
Kate didn’t understand why they hadn’t adopted, and it didn’t matter. Elizabeth had divorced McKell and moved to Toronto, and McKell had settled his simmering anger on Daisy. Kate couldn’t blame the guy for feeling betrayed, but part of her wondered if he was just transfering his hurt and rage to Daisy, when really, Elizabeth was the one who betrayed him.
It didn’t help that he didn’t land the chief of police job. Kate knew he resented Daisy for costing him his marriage, and subsequently the promotion, but he never discussed it.
Which was fine by her.
“Does she know about her husband?” he asked.
Kate shook her head. “She’s in a coma.” An image of Daisy as she had last seen her flashed through her mind and she almost winced. Until she found out that Daisy had actively encouraged Elizabeth Dabbs to divorce her husband, Kate had considered Daisy a friend. Now she didn’t know how she felt about her.
McKell took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Kate imagined she saw smoke coming out of his nostrils. He drank from his cup before replacing it firmly on the counter top. “All right,” he said. “Fill me in.”
It sounded suspiciously like an order, but Kate had learned to overlook McKell’s overbearing attitude. It came from being a sergeant with the military police in his previous life. He was a good deputy chief, now that he was beginning to accept her leadership.
Or maybe he was just biding his time.
Despite the fact that he could be such a pain in the butt, she was glad to have him back. Now she would stop worrying about who was on shift and who was working overtime.
She filled him in on the exercise, the discovery of the body and the accident which had claimed another life and put Daisy Washburn in the hospital.
During her debrief, he got up to refill his cup and hers and remained standing, one hip leaning against the counter, staring out at the pale morning.
His stillness struck her, not for the first time. It had taken her a while to notice this quality of his when she first arrived, because he had thrown up all kinds of barriers to hold her off, and she hadn’t been able to see past them.
He could focus entirely on what he was being told. While his outer being was still to the point where he barely blinked, his inner self was busy listening and processing. He rarely interrupted someone who was talking, preferring to wait until they were done and then zeroing in on the heart of what was being said.
Kate finished and waited for him to speak. She expected him to comment on the discrepancy between her memory of six people around the body when only five were recorded in the interviews, but he surprised her.
“So where was Daisy going while her husband lay dead?”
The question took her aback and left a sour taste in her mouth. It was a question she had asked herself, but there was venom in his tone.
“We can ask her when she wakes up,” said Kate coolly. He glanced around at her, then went back to staring out the window, at the snow-covered branches of the oak tree, beyond which was the parking lot.
“Don’t you find it curious that she was heading out of town just hours after her husband was found dead?” he asked softly. “If it wasn’t for the accident, who knows where she would be by now.”
“Rob?”
They both turned as Charlotte came into the room, a tentative smile on her face. In her red, down-filled, long coat she looked like a blushing Michelin man.
“Hello, Charlotte,” he said with a smile. As always, the transformation amazed Kate. Whenever Rob McKell smiled, she understood how he had managed to persuade three women to marry him.
Charlotte stopped in front of him. Cold clung to her and Kate shivered a little.
“Good morning, chief,” said Charlotte, sparing Kate a glance. Before Kate could reply, she turned back to the DC, placing a mittened hand on his arm. “How’s your dad?” Her black-and-red wool hat pushed her hair out into a glossy ring of brown curls around her face. With her cheeks red from the cold and her green eyes shining with concern, she could have been some kind of post-modern madonna.
McKell patted her hand. “My brother is with him for now,” he said. “The doctors say it could be today or it could be in six months.”
Kate blinked. She hadn’t even known he had a brother.
Charlotte squeezed his arm and released him. “Let me know when you want me to book a flight out.” He nodded his thanks and she turned back to Kate.
“Any news on Frank?”
Kate shrugged and stood up, gathering the interviews into the file folder. “The ME hasn’t checked in with me yet,” she said. “She probably had to wait longer than she expected to get started.”
Charlotte frowned as she unzipped her coat. “Why?”
Kate hesitated and McKell forged into the breach. “Still too frozen.”
Charlotte looked down at the flecked linoleum floor and swallowed hard. “Well, I’d better get to work.”
Kate and McKell watched her leave. Kate glanced up when she sensed McKell’s gaze on her.
“Just how frozen was he?”
Kate opened her mouth, then closed it. She was so stupid. She should have asked Dr. Kijawa that obvious question yesterday. It would have helped establish timeline.
“That’s a very good question, DC McKell,” she finally said grudgingly. “Let’s ask the ME.” She glanced out the window. It was past nine o’clock and almost full daylight. The doctor would be up. She might even be at her practice. “I’ll get Charlotte to call.”
She swept the file folder up and walked out, angry at herself for missing such an important detail. What else had she missed?
Tattersall looked up as she passed by the duty desk. “I just finished going over them,” he said, resuming their conversation as if there hadn’t been any pause. His thinning brown hair was sticking up on the top of his head from static electricity. Despite the proximity to the front door and the draft, he had taken off his uniform jacket and hung it on the back of his stool. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing forearms corded with long, lean muscles. “Avramson and Arquette both say there were already people there when they arrived at the body. Choo arrived on scene after the chief sent someone to fetch him.” He tapped the pile of papers with one finger. “No one seemed to know everybody who was there.”
Kate nodded. “Same here.” The remaining two witnesses, Sam Higgins and Ed Pellegrino, had recognized Chief Avramson but no one else.
She walked over to the diagram again and stood staring at it. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Charlotte emerge from the washroom. McKell came into the duty room and asked Charlotte to call Dr. Kijawa’s office. The phone rang and Tattersall answered.
Kate didn’t stop staring at the white board with its crude black drawing and that one, blood red “X” drawing all the attention.
Avramson. Avramson would know everybody who had been at the body’s location — they were all his firefighters except for Choo, the paramedic.
“What did Avramson say in the interview?” she asked Tattersall when he got off the phone.
“He identified Pellegrino, Higgins and Arquette, and described Choo. No one else.”
For Pete’s sake. She wasn’t crazy. There’d been six people at the scene when she arrived. Not five. Six.
“The doctor’s in with a patient,” said Charlotte as she hung up the phone. “I left a message to have her call you.” She was speaking to DC McKell.
Finally, Kate shook her head in frustration. “Get Trepalli and Friesen back here,” she ordered Tattersall. “I want them to talk to Choo, Higgins, Pellegrino and...” She looked at Tattersall.
“Arquette,” he supplied.
She nodded. “I want to know specifically who was there when they arrived at the scene, who arrived after they got there, and who left before I got there.”
Tattersall nodded and turned to the radio.
McKell looked at her expectantly and she stared at him, lips pursed, until she finally made a decision.
“DC McKell, how would you like to go for a drive to the fire station?”
His eyebrows rose. “We could walk there. Save on warming up the car.”
Kate shook her head. “After the fire station, we’re going back to the scene.”
The light in McKell’s eyes was all the answer she needed. As she got dressed to face the cold, she wondered how he felt about his father dying. He never spoke of family, and while he was friendly with the staff, he never welcomed intrusions into his private life.
After his experience with Daisy, who could blame him?
Maybe she should interview Avramson alone. Avramson might think she’d brought McKell along as back up. Might make her look weak.
In the end, she decided it was the right decision. This wasn’t a contest of wills. She needed information from the man, information that would be hard to get if she irritated him, which she often managed to do. McKell spoke the same language as Avramson.
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