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JULES

 


In her dream, Jules
flew through Miles Canyon, her arms outstretched for balance, raw
emeralds spilling from her pockets like green teardrops. Her heart
stuttered in panic as the weight of the emeralds dragged her closer
to the swift waters of the Yukon River.

And then she was Lisetta, standing too close
to the edge of the cliff and looking down at her ruffled white
blouse with its crimson rose woven into the blindingly white
cotton.

“Yeah, she's coming 'round,” a voice
said.

Then she was tumbling off the cliff, the rose
flashing with every turn until it became blood spurting from her
chest.

“No!” Jules screamed. Her arms and legs
flailed in a desperate attempt to break her fall. Somewhere a chair
scraped on the floor and she jerked toward the sound. A warm hand
pressed down on her shoulder, keeping her still.

“You're safe,” said a man's voice and Jules’
eyes flew open in fear and rage. A man leaned over her, dark-eyed
and unsmiling, cheeks pocked with the ghost of a childhood illness.
Jules opened her mouth to scream but the man laid a long finger
across her lips.

“You're safe,” he repeated firmly.

After a long shuddery moment she nodded and
he removed his finger. She wasn't Lisetta but Jules, the one who
had survived. And this was the Yukon, not Colombia. She focused on
the stranger. His face was expressionless, but his eyes were
kind.

“Welcome back, Miss Lawson,” he said.

He couldn't be more than ten years older than
her twenty-eight but he kept his black hair in a long crew cut that
would have been at home on his father's generation. He wore greens
and a stethoscope with the business end tucked in a breast pocket.
He glanced down at his arm, drawing her gaze. Her nails were
digging into his flesh, but he waited patiently for her to regain
her bearings. Finally she released him.

At once she became aware of pain in her ribs,
her arms, everywhere. Especially her head. The pain was
muffled–present, but not of immediate concern. She recognized the
effect of painkillers.

She was in a small, windowless room that was
hardly bigger than her bathroom back in Vancouver. And she was in a
bed. A hospital bed. Her gaze tracked back to the man as he wrote
on a sheet of paper trapped under a clipboard.

“Why am I in a closet?”

He looked up and the smile in his eyes was
more pronounced.

“My auntie always said that everything will
be fine as long as you keep your sense of humor.” He glanced around
the room. “You're in the auxiliary recovery room at St. Jude’s
General Hospital.”

Whitehorse. She was still in Whitehorse.
Jules grunted. “In other words, the closet doubles as a recovery
room in a pinch.”

This time the man laughed and his face
suddenly looked much younger. And handsome. “Brain function intact.
I'll note that on the chart. The doctor will be here in a minute
and we'll get you out onto the ward.”

Questions tumbled through her brain, too fast
for her to catch one. She latched on to the easiest one. “You're
not a doctor?”

Another smile. Really, the man was very good
at it.

“I'm your nurse. My name is Peter. Are you
thirsty?”

As though the mention of it conjured it up,
Jules realized she was desperately thirsty. Peter gave her a
plastic glass with an elbow straw in it, but when she tried to push
herself into a sitting position, pain shot through her shoulder and
ribs, no longer muffled.

“Easy,” said Peter. “Hang on.”

He cranked the bed so that she was in a
sitting position and Jules settled back. Her left shoulder ached
like crazy. She moved her feet under the sheet. Her left knee and
ankle protested, but not too much. No matter how she scoured her
memory, she couldn't remember how she had gotten here.

“What happened to me?” she asked.

“Your car went off the road in Miles Canyon,”
explained Peter, taking the plastic glass from her.

The dream came rushing back as Jules accepted
the glass. Miles Canyon.

“You're a lucky woman, Miss Lawson.” He
looked grave. “You were thrown clear of the car. It's in the
river.”

Jules tried to understand what he was saying,
but her mind remained blank. What had she been doing in Miles
Canyon? And how had her car gone off the road?

“When?”

Peter tucked the clipboard against his chest
and clasped his elbows.

“Three days ago,” he said. He patted her good
shoulder in sympathy.

 


She couldn't remember a damned thing.

The accident had left her with a dislocated
shoulder and bruised ribs, a sprained ankle, a few cuts and the
most amazing purple bruises on her cheekbone, forehead and left
knee. She wore a sling to take the strain off her shoulder.

The most serious injury was a concussion from
hitting her head, which was why they had kept her sedated until the
swelling in her brain went down.

“It was a mild concussion,” Peter reassured
her before leaving the recovery room. “You’ll have a headache for a
few days but you’ll be fine.”

The worst part was having no memory of the
accident itself. The doctor, an older woman with a Newfoundland
accent, assured her that it would eventually return, but couldn't
say when.

“Stay off your feet,” ordered the doctor.
“Give the swelling in your shoulder a chance to subside.”

“What about my ribs?” asked Jules.

“Not broken,” said the doc. “But they are
bruised and you will be uncomfortable until they heal.”

After the doctor left, they transferred Jules
to the general ward and only then did she realize it was night. She
was alone in the room, though there was another bed. With so many
thoughts and questions swirling through her head, and the
unfamiliar, muted sounds of the ward beyond her closed door, she
was surprised that she managed to fall asleep at all, but she did
and she slept through the night. She woke to sunlight streaming
through her windows and dust motes dancing in the sunbeam. Her room
was at the back of the hospital and the windows faced the clay
cliffs and the morning sun. Poppies dotted the green scrub brush of
the cliffs with bright spots of yellow, white and orange. The sky
above the cliff was the perfect blue of late August, the blue of
hiking, and camping, and canoeing.

Despite the beauty of the day, Jules was just
as frustrated as she’d been the night before. She’d hoped that a
good night’s sleep would bring her memory back, but it was just as
blank as it had been when she fell asleep.

Orest Bascomb, her boss at Boreal Gems, might
know why she had been on the Miles Canyon Road. Surely he’d be
dropping in to check on her. But wait—he might not know where she
was.



No, that couldn’t be right. Peter, the
doctor, the other nurses—they all knew her name. How they knew it
remained a mystery, however. As far as she knew, she’d been brought
to the hospital with only the clothes she’d been wearing. All of
her ID was in her wallet and she kept the wallet on the passenger
seat when she drove, which meant the wallet was now at the bottom
of the river, along with her Range Rover.

Someone from Boreal must have
identified her. She didn’t know anyone else in town.

The door to her room remained closed but she
could still hear the muted sounds of the ward. Voices raised in
question. A cart rattling by. She thought she heard a faint voice
over a loudspeaker but that might have been her imagination. She
had no idea what time it was, but judging by the length of the
shadows on the clay cliffs, it couldn’t be that late.

She looked around. The room was painted a
pastel green. The bank of windows was partly covered by beige
drapes. A couple of visitor chairs sat beneath the window. There
was a sink in the far corner and the extra wide door next to it
presumably led to the washroom. Next to the door that led into the
hallway was a small pump mounted on the wall—probably hand
sanitizer—and a red plastic box below it that said “sharps
container” on the front.

The room felt small. Enclosed. Stifling.

She desperately wanted to open the window and
let in the summer air. The room smelled like hospital—disinfected
and stale. The other bed in the room was still empty. It was neatly
made up, ready for the next patient.

The doctor had lowered the guardrails when
she examined Jules last night and left it down when she left. After
a brief, gasping struggle to sit up, Jules dragged first one leg,
then the other over the side of the bed and then waited for the
dizziness to pass. Her head still throbbed.

It’s a concussion, she told herself. It’ll
pass.

With a sigh, she edged herself off the bed,
using the mattress for support while she tested the strength of her
legs. First one tentative step, then another and soon she was at
the window, feeling quite pleased with herself. She opened it and
at once a cool breeze wafted in, stirring the pale curtains. She
took a deep breath and immediately regretted it when her ribs
protested.

This was getting annoying.

While she was up, she shuffled to the
bathroom and relieved herself. As she washed her hands at the sink,
she examined herself in the mirror. Her thick, curly, chin-length
brown hair looked like a mouse had nested in it.

She dried her hands and ran her right one
through her hair, trying to unsnarl the tangles. Her blue eyes were
bloodshot and her normally full lips looked thinner and drier.

She looked like hell.

With a sigh, she returned to the bed and then
stood staring at it. She hadn’t accounted for getting back
into bed. The damned thing was high.

It took some doing and involved a few
unladylike maneuvers, but she managed to haul herself back into
bed, sweaty and breathing hard. She had just flipped the sheet back
over her legs when a knock sounded at the door.

A woman in a Royal Canadian Mounted Police
uniform pushed the door open and stood in the doorway. Her cap was
clutched under one arm while her other hand held a file folder.

“Ms. Lawson?”

“Yes,” said Jules. She was startled, though
she shouldn’t have been. After all, the cops would have to file an
accident report.

Behind the woman, Jules could see an orderly
in pale green pushing a tall cart with slots filled with food
trays. Her stomach twitched with interest.

The Mountie stepped into the room and closed
the door behind her. She was younger than Jules and shorter, maybe
five foot four. The short-sleeved uniform shirt revealed thin but
muscled arms and the utility belt around her waist probably weighed
as much as she did. “I’m Constable Carpenter,” she said. “Do you
feel up to a few questions?”

Jules almost nodded, but remembered her head
in time. “Sure,” she said. “Pull up a chair.”

The officer’s dark hair was tucked into a
neat bun at the back of her head. Maybe that was what made her look
so young, despite eyes that looked much older.

The officer set her cap down on the empty
bed, pulled up one of the visitor chairs and sat down, placing the
manila file folder on her lap. She pulled out a small leather-bound
notepad from her breast pocket.

“Now,” she began, “tell me what
happened.”

Jules blew her breath out in a sigh. “I wish
I could.”

The officer’s eyebrows rose. “Why can’t
you?”

“I don’t remember any of it,” Jules said. Her
free hand swept out, its arc aborted by the warning twinge in her
ribs. “What I was doing there, how the accident happened… none of
it.”

Constable Carpenter’s chocolate brown eyes
warmed in sympathy. “All right. Let’s start with easy ones. Full
name?”

“Julianne Theresa Lawson.”

“Address?”

“I’m house-sitting,” said Jules.
“Condo-sitting. For someone who works at Boreal Gems, too.” She
tried to remember the address and finally gave up. “It’s on Lewes,
near the corner of Kluane. Apartment number 410.”

Carpenter nodded but kept writing. “You’re
not from here, then.”

Jules chose her words carefully. “No. I live
in Vancouver, normally, but I took a job in the Yukon for the
season.”

“How long have you been in Whitehorse?”

“A little under a month.”

“Telephone number?”

Jules blinked a few times, trying to remember
where she had put the slip of paper with the phone number. In her
wallet. Which was now at the bottom of the Yukon River.

“I don’t remember it,” she admitted. “It’s in
the phone book, under Roberta Nielsen.”

“All right,” said Carpenter. She looked up.
“I’ll need some ID, of course.”

Jules smiled. “As soon as we pull the Rover
out of the river, I’ll be able to provide it.”

“Is Miles Canyon your usual route?” asked
Carpenter, abruptly changing tack.

“No, it’s not,” said Jules. “It’s out of my
way, actually.” The apartment was in Riverdale, a neighborhood
across the river from downtown Whitehorse. Boreal’s offices were on
the far side of downtown, in the industrial section. There was no
need to take the Miles Canyon Road at all, except for the view. It
would take her miles out of her way.

Carpenter pulled an envelope out of the file
folder on her lap and withdrew a series of photographs from it.
Without a word, she handed them to Jules.

There were fifteen photos. Jules studied them
for long minutes while the officer waited. She paused at one that
had been taken at the top of the Miles Canyon Road looking down at
the river. A swath of vegetation and small trees were flattened or
ripped up in a diagonal line from the top of the steep cliff,
ending at the water. Jules swallowed hard. The Yukon River was high
and fast at Miles Canyon.

“That’s where my Rover went over the
cliff?”

Constable Carpenter nodded but didn’t say
anything.

Peter, the nurse, had told her last night but
it was one thing to hear it, quite another to see the evidence of
it. Holy crap… The Rover might be at the bottom of the river, or it
might have been swept downstream to fetch up against the dam.

She could have died.

Other pictures showed the Miles Canyon
footbridge, all steel cables and white paint, more like a kid's
science project than something sturdy enough to span dangerous
waters. She had been on it only once. The wind made it sway.

After a while, she realized that she was
searching for something in the pictures and looked up at the
officer. “There are no marks on the road.”

Constable Carpenter nodded but still didn’t
say anything. The breeze fluttered the short sleeves of her uniform
shirt. Jules could see goose bumps on her brown arms.

“Did my brakes let go?” That had to be it.
Otherwise there would be tire marks on the road showing where she
had tried to stop. How fast had she been going?

Carpenter stood up and took the pictures
back.

“We'll talk again in a little while, when you
can remember,” she said, not unkindly. “You were ejected from the
vehicle and landed in bushes. There were tourists on the
footbridge. They heard the noise and saw the car splash into the
river. Otherwise no one would have gone looking for you. You were
lucky.”

Jules nodded shakily, ignoring the pain in
her head. She watched the other woman tuck the envelope back inside
the file folder and pick up her cap from the other bed.

Lucky. First Peter had said it, then the
doctor and now this cop.

Carpenter nodded at her and turned to
leave.

“Wait,” said Jules. Carpenter turned to look
at her, her dark eyebrows raised inquisitively.

“How did you know my name?”

Carpenter stared at her for a moment and
Jules elaborated. “I have no ID. How did you know my name? How did
the hospital?”

Carpenter shrugged. “I don’t know,” she
admitted. “I was handed your case file with your name already on
it. One of your coworkers may have identified you.”

“Yes, that’s probably it.”

Carpenter nodded and left. Her boots barely
made any noise on the waxed linoleum floor.

Jules lay back, suddenly exhausted. She
didn't feel lucky. Her heart boomed heavily against her ribs,
sending wave after wave of muted pain to her head and shoulder. She
had sensed disapproval from the doctor last night and now this cop…
it wasn’t what she was saying, Jules realized suddenly. It was what
she wasn’t saying. As if she was trying to get Jules to
admit something.

But it had been an accident, right? Some
freak accident that caused her brakes to fail, even though the
Rover was serviced regularly and there’d been nothing wrong with
her brakes.

None of it made sense. She couldn't
understand why she would have gone to Miles Canyon in the first
place. She was thrown from the Rover, which was also weird. Why
hadn’t she been wearing her seat belt?

It was exhausting trying to second guess her
actions when she couldn’t remember a thing.

Breakfast came and she ate everything—cereal,
toast, banana—and drank the apple juice down. She longed for
coffee, but there was none and she wasn’t about to ask the busy
nurses to fetch one for her.

The day wore on and she snoozed. When hour
after hour passed and no one but nurses came to see her, she began
to feel a little anxious. She hadn’t been with Boreal Gems very
long, and most of the geologists were out on the various
properties, but surely someone from the exploration office
should have come to see her. Or at least sent flowers.

They did know, didn’t they? It had
been three days. Someone must have called around, looking for
her.

She couldn’t help but compare Orest Bascomb
to her old boss at Corazon Minerals. Johannes Verhanne could be a
silk-suited, single-minded bastard most days, but he would have
been right there at her bedside when she woke up, having terrorized
the hospital staff into letting him stay. After Lisetta was
murdered, he flew to Bogota and cut through the red tape to get
Jules out of there. He even chartered a plane to fly her back to
Vancouver.

It didn’t make any difference. She had quit
anyway and she would never go back to Corazon Minerals, no matter
how often he called or how many flowers he sent. She had finally
gone north to escape him.
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