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* * * * *
To my son, Mark
* * * * *
The action never stops in this fast paced thriller about the disappearance of a young woman during the Vancouver Olympic Games. The police pull out all stops to find her. But when a detective suddenly vanishes as well, they begin to suspect there is more to the case than meets the eye. Fasten your seatbelts for a shocker of an ending.
* * * * *
I'm worried sick.” Glenda Keyes looked as if she hadn’t slept in a week. “Something must have happened to my daughter. Megan would never stay away like this, without letting me know.” She sobbed. “She’s either being kept captive somewhere, or she’s…”
Detective Neil Slater looked over the Missing Person’s report. “So the last time you saw Megan was when she left home to go to the Olympic Games?”
Glenda nodded. “I hated to see her go off like that, all by herself…” she shrugged. “But Megan will be twenty next month. What could I do?”
“Had she ever been away from home before?” Not that it was really relevant, he thought. Still, it would be quite an experience for a young woman, who had lived in a small Ontario town all her life, to suddenly find herself in Vancouver, during the chaos of the Olympic Games.
“Never alone.” Glenda twisted a handkerchief around in her hands and looked ready to weep.
“I’m sorry your first visit to Vancouver couldn’t have been made under happier circumstances,” Slater said. “Try not to worry Ms. Keyes. We’ll do everything we can to find your daughter.” But whether she’d be dead or alive, he thought, was another matter entirely. God only knows what had happened to her. He spent the rest of the afternoon, retracing Megan’s movements from the time she’d arrived at the airport. When he got back to his office, he ran it past his partner.
“It doesn’t sound good.” Brad Peterson sipped on a mug of coffee. Slater noticed he’d had a haircut, which made the gold ring in his left ear more prominent. He was not a fan of jewellery for men, but had to admit the earring suited Brad. It made him look more than ever like his Viking heritage, tall and fair and climbing a masthead. They were both about the same height and build, but that’s where the similarities ended, Slater mused. His own dark hair and eyes were something of a contrast to his partner’s and stood as testament to his Celtic ancestry.
“So she checked into the Queen’s Quay Hotel, where she’d intended to stay for the full two weeks, but suddenly disappeared a few days later.” Brad got up and stood by the window.
“Right. The housekeeping staff reported that all her things were gone, and she hadn’t returned to the room.” Slater leafed through the file.
“Odd that she would take off like that, without checking out.”
“I’ll say it is. Particularly since her credit card was being debited for the time she was supposed to be there.”
“It looks like she met up with someone…” Brad looked thoughtful. “Who spirited her away.”
“According to her mother, Megan was a quiet shy girl, who didn’t go out much with boys.”
“Maybe that was the problem. Soon as she got away from home she let rip.”
Slater nodded. “It looks like she chose the wrong guy to do it with.” He handed Brad, Megan’s photograph. Taken on the beach in happier days, she’d been wearing a black bathing suit, which contrasted dramatically with the paleness of her skin. She had even features, jet black hair and blue eyes.
“Hmmm…pretty girl.”
“Yeah, I’m having posters made up.”
“What’s her mother like?”
“Very much like Megan, only her hair is now streaked with grey.” It looked surprisingly good on her too Slater ruminated. Streaks were all the fashion at the moment, but he’d bet a dime to a donut that Glenda’s were natural. She didn’t impress him as the sort to spend a lot of time in beauty salons.
“It must be a helluva difficult time for her.” Brad shook his head. “Imagine flying to the other side of the country to try and find your daughter.”
“Yeah, brutal.” Slater swivelled round in his chair and gazed out the window. The North Shore Mountains dominated the horizon.
“Talking of which, where is she staying?”
“Same place as Megan when she first arrived here, The Queen’s Quay Hotel.”
* * * * *
“So how are they treating you?” Slater found Glenda on the hotel patio staring out at the harbour. Vancouver reared up across the inlet its rooftops swathed in sunlight.
“Very well, thank you.”
He liked her voice, cultured but not pretentious.
She took a sip from a teacup. “Won’t you join me?”
He nodded and sat down. She looked calmer than the last time he’d seen her. Her face composed. Her hair smoothed back. It must have taken a gigantic effort of will, he decided, admiring her courage.
“Detective Slater,” she suddenly leaned towards him across the table, “has there been any news at all about my little girl?”
He’d expected that, of course, and wished to God he had something positive to tell her. “I’m sorry,” he shook his head. “There’s been nothing but dead ends…so far.” He couldn’t let her see how discouraged he felt, and that the likelihood of finding Megan alive decreased with every day that passed. Even although she must already know that, she didn’t need him to rub it in any further. “We’re distributing the flyers even further afield––all through the Fraser Valley, and over on Vancouver Island.” He stirred sugar into his tea. “We’re hopeful that by casting the net wider we’ll receive more tips, and one of them might be the vital one.”
Glenda glanced at her watch. “It feels odd sitting here at this time of day, I’d usually be working in the pub…”
Slater raised an eyebrow. He didn’t quite picture her serving up booze behind a bar.
“It’s a family business,” she explained. “A small hotel with a restaurant and lounge bar.”
“Does Megan work there also?” He had to practically shout to be heard above a flock of screaming gulls.
Glenda nodded. “When she’s not at university.” She shielded her eyes against a blinding bolt of sunlight. “She’s studying art.”
“And she has an interest in sports.”
“Oh yes, she loves figure skating. A trip like that to the Olympics had always been her dream…” She let the words trail off. Bit her lip. Reached in her bag for a pair of sunglasses. “I blame myself you know. I should have gone with her…but I had no interest in the games…”
“It’s in no way your fault, Ms. Keyes.” On impulse, Slater touched her arm. He knew how much she must be hurting. He could almost feel her pain. “Megan is an adult. She wouldn’t want to be tied to her mother’s apron strings.”
Glenda snivelled and dug in her pocket for a Kleenex. “You’re right, of course.” But she didn’t look convinced. “We can all be selfish at times…”
“Are you very close to Megan, Ms. Keyes?”
“Oh, yes. It was just the two of us after her father died––Megan was only six at the time.”
“And the last you saw or heard from her was when you dropped her off at the airport?”
“No, she telephoned me the night she arrived in Vancouver. It was about one o’clock in the morning Ontario time.”
Slater raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t realised that. But then it was Brad who had checked the hotel records. It must be in the file.
“How did she seem?”
“Tired after the long flight, but excited and looking forward so much to the festivities. She told me she’d never seen so many flags and happy crowds.”
“So no indication at all of anything wrong?”
“Absolutely not. She sounded as if she were on Cloud Nine.”
“And you never heard from her again?”
Glenda winced, and shook her head. “If only we could see into the future,” she said, wistfully. “If only I’d known that would be the last communication I’d have with her…ever.”
“Oh come now, Ms. Keyes, it’s too soon to give up hope yet.” But even as he said the comforting words, he felt far from optimistic. Megan must have met with foul play; there simply wasn’t any other explanation.
“What if she’s being kept prisoner by some nutcase.” Glenda shook her head and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.
“Try not to torture yourself with ‘what ifs’,” Slater advised. He noticed she was wearing a Celtic cross on a fine silver chain. “Never doubt the power of prayer.”
“I can assure you I don’t.” For the first time he saw her smile. “In fact, I’ve been down on my knees so much since Megan went missing…I could well end up with housemaid’s knee.”
Slater smiled back. “A painful condition, I hear.”
“You see what I can’t forgive myself for,” Glenda confided, her face once again twisted in grief, “is not coming right over here the minute I didn’t hear from Megan.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Slater topped up their teacups from a thermal jug. “You had no reason to suspect anything was wrong. Megan could just have been so tied up with the games that she didn’t get around to calling you.”
Glenda nodded. “That’s what I thought too. But as the days went by…she’d promised to keep in touch…I should have realised something was not right. But when I called the hotel and they told me she was no longer a guest, I assumed she’d been unhappy there and moved on somewhere else.” She shrugged. “I thought she must be so occupied with moving, etcetera, that she hadn’t found the time to call me.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “Besides, I was swamped at the time with a Beekeeper’s Convention, and half the staff sick with flu…”
Slater drank his tea and thought how bloody unfair life was. Of course, in his business, he saw the very worst it had to offer, difficult to retain a balance sometimes.
“I feel so helpless.” Glenda threw up her hands. “My family warned me there was nothing I could do over here…still, I just had to be where Megan was last seen. I thought it would make me feel closer to her, and somehow find out where she was.” She leaned forward, confidentially. “I wouldn’t claim to have the sight, but I do get glimmers from time to time––my ancestry is Scottish, from the Highlands.” She looked at him closely. “Now you’ll think I’m crazy.”
Slater shook his head. “Absolutely not. Police work depends a lot on our sixth sense.”
Glenda got up and stood by the railing. “This is such a beautiful place,” she said. “I’ve been watching the boats sail past all morning.” She looked wistful. “Megan and I go boating in Lake Ontario, whenever we can get away.”
“That’s my favourite pastime too,” Slater said. “Only I don’t get many chances with my current workload.” He stood up. “Talking of which…”
* * * * *
“How is Glenda holding up?” Brad dumped a stack of files onto Slater’s desk.
“As well as can be expected.” He sighed. “If only we had more manpower…”
“Dream on. There are more likely to be cutbacks.”
“The problem is that nobody remembers seeing Megan.” Slater leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. “The hotel was swamped at the time with Olympic guests…she just got lost in the crowd.”
“Yeah, like literally.”
“And the posters we’ve distributed all over the Lower Mainland as far as Chilliwack, haven’t resulted in a single bona fide lead.”
Brad nodded. “But plenty of crazies. That sort of campaign is guaranteed to bring them squirming out of the woodwork.”
“For Glenda, the ‘not knowing’ must be the very worst.” Slater stretched and yawned. “I’ve got to get more sleep. I’ve been practically working around the clock on this one.”
“Yeah, me too. And with all the other stuff as well…”
“I would say that Megan is almost certainly dead. Her credit card hasn’t been used since she left the hotel.”
Brad nodded. “Yeah, for sure. Unless…she’s being held prisoner by some loony tunes.”
“Either way, what a helluva end to a dream trip to the Olympics. And we can be sure that given the remote chance she is still alive, she certainly isn’t well.”
“What’s really staggering,” Brad said, “is just how many people go missing every year and are never found.”
“Some deliberately disappear, of course,” Slater leafed through a file. “Escaping from bad marriages and debts, etcetera.”
Brad nodded. “That still leaves the majority unaccounted for. You know if the general public realised just how many bad eggs there are out there, they might be a lot more careful who they trust.”
“Amen to that, but it could also leave them hopelessly paranoid.”
* * * * *
“I’ve been reading about the Highway of Tears.” Glenda sounded shocked. “All those young women just disappearing like that.”
“That’s nowhere near Vancouver,” Slater assured her. He balanced the phone on his shoulder, while tidying up his desk drawer. “It’s a stretch of Highway 16, between Prince George and Prince Rupert.”
“But even so, someone must be abducting and killing these women, and he’s never been found.” She paused. “There are over fifteen hundred missing women in Canada right now, and Megan is one of them.”
“Don’t go jumping to conclusions,” Slater advised, although there was no denying it was a logical one.
Glenda ignored him. “Why isn’t something done?” she demanded. “I bet if these women were affluent there would be, and lickety-split.”
She had a point there he had to admit.
“Then there was that awful pig farmer turned serial killer, who murdered dozens of girls,” she said, clearly on a roll and not about to quit.
“I see you’ve been doing your homework.” Slater attempted to introduce a little balance and levity into the situation. “About all our worst crime stats.”
“I have that,” Glenda sounded defensive, yet less angry. “I spent the morning at the library.” She hesitated. “Look here Detective Slater, do you suppose Megan fell victim to one of those serial killers you have in your midst?”
“Anything’s possible,” he conceded. “But there are no reports of anything along that line, in the immediate vicinity.”
“What does that mean?” she scoffed. “That it’s happening in neighbouring communities? Are you trying to tell me that murderers don’t travel?”
“They usually stick pretty close to a certain territory,” he said. “Such as the case with the so-called Highway of Tears.”
“They think the killer is a long distance lorry driver,” Glenda would not be deterred. “Which means that he travels around quite a bit.” She paused. “I would think all the crowds associated with the Olympic Games would appeal immensely to someone like that.”
“Well yes, you could be right. But as I’ve already said, there are no reports of any women missing, during or after the Olympic Games.”
After she had rung off, Slater sat for a while staring out the window. The North Shore Mountains stared back. Stony great hulks of gigantic proportions hunched together beneath a moody sky. He doubted that only one serial killer was involved in the disappearances of hundreds of women. Even if Jack the Ripper had kept up his killing spree––and he was certainly prolific for a brief three month period––he could never have wracked up that many.
Brad stuck his head around the door. “How about a drink at the Raven tonight?”
“You’re on.”
* * * * *
“The Highway of Tears has haunted me for years.” Brad gazed into his whiskey glass. “All these women have gone missing along it, and not a trace of any of them.” He shook his head. “I’d love to take a crack at it…”
“Well as it sort of ties into the Megan Keyes case, and since she’s a missing tourist, we just might be able to swing it.” Slater drained his glass and ordered another round. “Start digging, and I’ll get the okay from upstairs.”
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