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No book can be written in isolation. Help comes from many sources, most intended, but some quite by surprise.

Before I first put fingers to keyboard, I had to acknowledge how little I knew about computers. They still remain much of a mystery, serving as a typewriter and a large Rolodex, with both of which I have a passing acquaintance.

My wife, children and grandchildren have provided me with most of what little I now know. They remain anonymous in order to spare them embarrassment at being in any way related to this computer Klutz. My knowledge of computer hacking has been erased from my memory bank. Before he/she/it/they agreed to share any knowledge of computer hacking and the dark web with me, he/she/it/they insisted on total anonymity as a condition of the appropriate pronoun’s help. This person, whom I have known for decades and has never been caught, has a job high up in I.T. and is intimately acquainted with the ins and outs of the web. Say no more.

As for wiretapping, anonymous acquaintances in the intelligence unit of a major urban police service brought me up to speed now that cell phones have largely replaced landlines, which were the primary means of verbal communication when I served as a police officer, part of which was in the communications bureau.

To the best of my knowledge, there are no university or community college courses on illegal computer hacking or wiretapping.

Police investigative procedures change slowly. I served on Peel Regional Police for thirteen years and had firsthand dealings with the police and the courts for another fifteen years after that. If there have been any substantive changes over the past twenty years that I have failed to incorporate into the novel, the fault is mine alone.

I have lived through the teenage years of two adult daughters and three granddaughters. I believe that experience equips me to write about teenage insecurity and angsts, loves and fears without resorting to dry, scholarly source texts on the subject.

My thanks to Kathryn Lagerquist for her front and back cover art.

Finally, my thanks and appreciation go to my editor, Ken Puddicombe, who came after me with his editor’s never-satisfied demands to prove every assertion and provide at least six complete rewrites. He is still not completely satisfied but grudgingly gave this novel a passing grade, allowing it to be published.
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THURSDAY

Detective Sergeant Richard Williams sat in his pick-up truck in front of the boarded-up Vietnamese restaurant at the north end of the strip mall, waiting for the engine to warm and the front windshield to defog. Halfway along the narrow parking strip, in front of the Red Dragon Chinese restaurant they had left minutes before, his old friend, Connor McBride, shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the other. Richard had offered Connor a ride home, but Connor had refused. He always did. Instead of making for the nearest bus stop or immediately walking home in the persistent, light November rain, Connor stood in front of the restaurant like a wet owl, pivoting from side to side. He seemed to be waiting for someone. Godot? An appointment in Samara? 

Richard shook his head and gave a small, rueful smile at the fanciful, literary analogies left over from high school English classes. It was none of his business why Connor was still there, but only idiots stood in the rain when they could just as easily stand under shelter. And only idiots walked when they could ride. 

Connor pulled up the lambswool collar of his jacket and hunched his shoulders deeper into the worn, creased leather. It didn’t stop the fine needles of cold rain dripping from his bare head and running down inside the jacket collar. Connor glanced at his watch, then up and down the length of the parking lot in front of the strip of typical, small mom-and-pop stores, fast-food take-outs, coin laundry, and the Red Dragon near the centre of the row. At one end of the mall, a handful of dark-skinned young men clustered outside Desi Tiffin Indian fast-food restaurant, eating their dinners in the damp cold. Two passed what Richard assumed was a joint back and forth, the glow of the tip brightening with each drag, the exhaled smoke indistinguishable from the breath of the diners between mouthfuls of finger food suppers.

Richard was about to put the truck in Drive and head home when a burst of laughter coming from the sidewalk in front of Desi Tiffin, followed by signs of the group breaking up, caught his attention. At the same time, two youngsters in black hoodies powered their skateboards past him, wheels clattering and hammering as they hit every crack in the asphalt the length of the parking lot, heading towards the loose gathering of dispersing diners. The pair slowed as they drew abreast of Connor. Four gunshots rang out. Connor crumpled to the ground. The skateboarders raced off toward the Desi Tiffin end of the strip mall. The diners flung the remnants of the meals aside and scattered.

Within seconds, a white panel van emerged from the plaza’s rear and skidded to a stop by Desi Tiffin. The side door banged open. The skateboarders leapt into the van, the door slammed shut, and the van accelerated with squealing tires onto Kennedy Road and hung a right into sparse traffic. Seconds later, it had vanished into the night.

Richard yanked on the handle of his truck door and flung it open, then sprinted the short distance between him and Connor’s motionless body. He turned Connor onto his back and felt for a pulse. He found a weak one in Connor’s neck as Connor’s chest rose and fell with each laboured breath. He put a hand on Connor’s shoulder and squeezed it.

“You’re going to be okay,” Richard growled. “Ambulance on its way.”

Richard snatched his cell from his jacket pocket, hit 911 and waited for the emergency operator to respond.

“Ambulance and police,” Richard said as calmly as he could. Nevertheless, he could not stop his voice from rising as he fought to control the growing panic that overlayed the initial shock. He took a deep breath. “Church and Kennedy,” he said. “The plaza on the southwest corner. In front of the Chinese restaurant. Four gunshots. One male hit.” He paused while the operator repeated the information. “That’s correct,” Richard said, his voice returning to normal as the automatic response of years of police training overtook his primal, human instinct. “Yes, still alive, but badly hurt.”

He waited a few seconds while the operator connected with the police and fire departments. 

“Ambulance and police dispatched at nine twenty-eight,” she said. “Please stay on the line until they get there.”

“Ten-four,” he said. “I’m an off-duty police officer, Detective Sergeant Williams. You have my cell number on your screen?”

“Yes.”

He turned his attention to Connor. “You heard. They’re coming. Won’t be long.”

“Too long for me,” he gasped and coughed up blood. “Hip pocket.” He breathed heavily, with blood gurgling in his throat. “My wallet. Give the photos to Penny.” He gasped for breath with droplets of blood spluttering from his lips in a fine spray. “Lawyer and bank. Business cards.” He sucked in another breath with difficulty. “Take my keys. They’ll get you into my apartment.” He tried to raise himself but slumped immediately to the wet pavement. “Richard?” he croaked with another rattle in his throat. 

“I’m here, Connor. The ambulance will be here any minute. I hear the siren now.”

In the distance, two sirens sounded; one a wail, the ambulance, the other, a yelp, the first cruiser to respond to the 911 call.

“Look after Penny. She’s all I’ve got. You’re all she has left.”

A final light rattle escaped from Connor’s throat. A pool of blood spread from his open mouth onto the wet tarmac as his breathing stopped. Richard laid his friend’s head on the asphalt. The dead eyes stared at him as if imploring him to do as he’d asked. Rain spread the blood over the tarmac. Richard made sure he avoided it: the sight of blood turned his stomach and made him light-headed. As a young constable, he had gone into shock for three days when a thin stream of bright, arterial blood from a cut above someone’s eye had spurted over his uniform. He’d never lived it down.

Richard dug the wallet from Connor’s hip pocket and flipped through it. He found two creased and dog-eared photos of Connor and a young girl and slipped them into his raincoat pocket. He leafed through the wallet and found a health insurance card, a social insurance card, a driver’s licence and two well-worn business cards. He glanced at the address on the driver’s licence, memorized it and slipped it back into Connor’s wallet. He kept the business cards. Other than a few receipts and the $400 in twenties he had slipped Connor at their Chinese dinner, there was nothing about the wallet whose absence might be suspicious or whose presence hard to explain. Finally, Richard took a group of four what looked like apartment keys from a larger key ring in Connor’s pants pocket and put the rest back. The address on the driver’s licence he knew was an apartment building. Hopefully, one of the keys would open the entrance door to the building and one of the others the door to the apartment. If not, he was out of luck. Dollars to doughnuts, one of the others would fit the basement locker and the fourth? He had no idea, but it didn’t look like a car key. 

There was nothing more he could do but wait and answer questions. 

The ambulance arrived in a shower of spray. A male and a female paramedic eased themselves out of the cab. The female opened the rear doors, pulled out a wheeled stretcher and blankets, and pushed the stretcher to where Richard and the male paramedic waited.

“He’s dead,” Richard said. “Take your time.”

The police cruiser arrived seconds later, adding its revolving and flashing red, white and blue lights to the ambulances. The officer turned his siren off and jogged over to the three people gathered around the body.

“Are you a witness, sir,” the officer asked.

Richard nodded. “Detective Sergeant Williams, Intelligence Bureau.” He showed the officer his badge.

“Were there any other witnesses?”

“Several, in front of the Indian fast-food place.” He pointed to the end of the plaza. “They scattered as soon as the shooting started.” He looked around. “There’s only me left. I knew the deceased, Brian Connor McBride. We’d just finished dinner. I was about to leave when it happened. I don’t know if it was random or targeted.” Random, my ass flashed through Richard’s mind. This was no smoking gun and a confession homicide. It had been a professional hit, albeit done in an amateur way with kids on skateboards. Had the method been a message in itself? Time to think about that later. Knowing what Connor was up to, he was close to someone, or several someones. Had Connor been careless? It was unlike him if he had been. Meticulous, leave no trace, no one and nothing gets back to him. No question, knowing what Connor did in his spare time, he’d been targeted.

A second police cruiser pulled up, followed seconds later by the patrol sergeant and two more cruisers. The sergeant approached and nodded at Richard in recognition.

“I’m afraid your scene is contaminated, Sergeant. I was first on the scene, followed by the two paramedics.” He glanced at the paramedics, who looked away sheepishly. “You did what you had to do. There was still a chance he might be alive, and you could save him.”

The sergeant turned to the first uniformed officer on the scene. “Cordon the area off and secure the scene.” He turned to the other three. “Start canvassing the businesses, one from each end. See who didn’t see or hear anything five minutes ago. Don’t miss anyone.”

Within minutes, the plaza was swarming with cruisers and uniformed police officers, the duty inspector, the first Homicide Bureau officer to arrive, and two Identification Bureau vans with their complement of white hazmat-cloaked officers, cameras and equipment to add to the organized chaos. 

“There were four shots,” Richard told the Homicide Bureau officer. “All four hit him.”

The officer nodded to the paramedics. “You can take him now.” He sounded brusque. Like all of the members of the bureau, he dealt in death, usually sudden, often violent. Once dead, Brian Connor McBride was no more than another murder victim. Solve it and move on to the next body. Richard knew all the Homicide Bureau officers. They were all cut from the same bolt of cloth: dogged, determined and dispassionate. Same shit, different day, all pensionable time. 

The paramedics lifted Connor’s body onto the stretcher and wheeled him to the ambulance. Seconds later, they were on their way with a single light flashing, no siren, a one-way trip for Connor to the basement morgue. 

The detective turned to Richard. “Any description of the shooters?”

Richard shook his head. “Probably young, probably male, on skateboards and wearing black hoodies with the hoods up. I never saw their faces. I couldn’t tell you what else they were wearing apart from sneakers. They got into a white panel van which headed south on Kennedy. No markings on the side of the van that I saw.”

“Anyone in the van?”

“The driver.” Richard sounded exasperated at the dumb question of the evening. “I didn’t notice a front seat passenger, but then I was too concerned about my friend.”

Richard looked at his hand. It shook slightly, and he knew his voice sounded shaky as well. “If it was a targeted shooting, it may have been me they were after, and they hit him by mistake. You know what we do. We’re careful, but someone could have found out and decided I had to go.” Not so much a lie but deliberately misleading. Someone wanted Connor dead. Richard knew why, but not who, the first W5 question. “He’s a source of valuable information,” Richard said. “That’s why we met tonight. Always in person, nothing over the phone.”

Richard waited while the detective scribbled in his notebook. 

“He has—had—a record, but he’s been clean for ten years,” Richard said. “I don’t know where he lives or what he does for a living, but his tips have usually been spot on.” Another deliberate but necessary lie. The bureaus didn’t always share information. Sometimes, they played their cards close to their vests. “The money in his wallet came from me, payment for tips. It must belong to his estate now.” 

Richard glanced at his watch. “Look, it’s getting late. I only slipped out for an hour to meet him. I have a ten-year-old at home.” Yet another lie. He had a ten-year-old daughter, but she was living with her mother in Newmarket. “She’s sensible and reliable, but I can’t leave her alone all night. Will tomorrow morning be okay for a statement and anything else you need?”

“Sure.”

“Did you get his wallet before they took him away?”

“Shit. No. I’ll have the uniformed officer standing by the body at the morgue to get it. I expect the autopsy will be before lunch tomorrow, so can you make it to the office for, say, nine?”

“Sure. And I’m sorry about the vagueness about the shooters. I’m wires, not surveillance. We don’t get to see real people that often.”

Richard climbed into his truck and drove away. He’d bought some time, hopefully enough, to get to Connor’s apartment before the police did. Once there, he’d know what to look for and do, except for one thing: Penny. Who was Penny? Was she all Connor had? And why was Richard all she had left?
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FRIDAY

The dash clock read four minutes past midnight. Richard had been away longer than he thought. Thursday night traffic had thinned, and the rain had probably kept most people indoors, watching mid-week NFL Football or a hockey game. He turned out of the parking lot onto Kennedy Road, southbound, the way the van had travelled. Connor’s apartment building lay in the opposite direction, a late-sixties high-rise barely a kilometre north of Queen Street, across the road from another dreary, down-market mall. But if the officer had taken Richard’s explanation at face value, Richard’s ten-year-old daughter presumably lived with him, and if anyone watched his truck leave, they might wonder why he turned north when he lived east of there. At Queen, he hung a right and a right at the lights onto Centre Street. A kilometre north, another right would take him past St. Anne’s Church, then box the square back onto Kennedy.

Given what Connor did in his spare time, Richard knew it was imperative that he get to the apartment before the police did, search the place and remove all incriminating evidence of his hobby. He couldn’t rely on them taking their sweet time and waiting until the day shift detectives or uniform officers decided to search the place. Connor’s hobby was strictly illegal, not that he could be arrested and charged now, but ‘leave no trace’ had long been his byword. 

The physical evidence of Connor’s hobby, the equipment, was either in his apartment or his storage locker. If he didn’t get to it first, someone in the Intelligence Bureau, his own unit, would take the equipment apart, analyze the data, and conclude that Connor and his illegal wiretaps were the source of Richard’s inside information. Getting to the apartment after the Intelligence Bureau did would not be good career planning.

Richard pulled into the rear parking lot of the concrete and glass building. It bore the hallmark of having been designed by one of Stalin’s architects before he’d been banished to the Gulag for proposing a design too unorthodox. He parked in the visitor parking area, from where he surveyed the rear of the building. A vehicle drew up and parked near him. The lone male occupant got out, crossed the parking lot and entered the building. 

What good copper had never bent the law for reasons as murky as the intent? What Richard was about to do was borderline criminal: Break into someone’s apartment without lawful excuse—even though he legitimately had the key—enter it and remove evidence of illegal wiretap equipment. Obstructing justice also crossed his mind. The top brass would throw the book at him. Take a leaf out of Connor’s book: Leave no trace. Nothing. Not a hair for DNA, not a print, not a photo on the security camera in the front lobby. There had to be nothing to connect him with the building or the apartment.

Richard jammed his ball cap squarely over his head with the brim over his eyes. He pulled on a pair of leather gloves and eased out of the cab. Both motion-activated lights at the rear door seemed to have burned out, which was perhaps a break he didn’t deserve. Was there a security camera at the rear entrance? It was a chance he would have to take. He crossed the parking lot and pulled out Connor’s key ring, examining each of the four. The two larger ones looked like apartment building keys. He doubted the front and rear doors had different keys, but you never knew. He tried one. It fitted. With one twist of his wrist, he was in the building. Head down, he made his way along the passageway to the front lobby, brightly lit in contrast to the passage, which had been in near darkness.

Without looking around, he pushed the button for the elevator. Seconds later, the front door opened behind him, a blast of cold air swirled around his ankles, and then it shut again. He resisted the temptation to turn around to look. Richard heard the new arrival open a mailbox and close it again. Footsteps crossed the lobby, and a Black man stood beside him, staring at the ceiling. The empty elevator arrived. The doors opened, and Richard and the other man stepped inside. The man pressed a button for a lower floor. Richard reached past him and pushed the button for the fifteenth floor, one below the top.

The man got out on his floor without glancing at Richard or saying anything, and Richard rode the rest of the way alone. On leaving the elevator, he glanced left and right before seeing a sign indicating which way to turn for apartments 1 to 8. Connor’s was 304, an end unit next to the stairwell. Richard took the stairs down, stopped in front of Apartment 304 and pressed his ear to the door, listening. When he was satisfied that no sound came from inside the apartment, he took a key that looked like it opened an apartment door and inserted it in the lock. A second later, he was in the apartment. 

The TV was on with the sound turned off. At first glance, he seemed to be alone in the room. Perhaps Penny was in a bedroom. He flipped the light switch. In the brightness, movement on the sofa caught his eye. A small figure with long hair and a blanket drawn around her sat up and rubbed her eyes. An adrenalin rush hit Richard’s heart with a jolt.

“Dad?” the girl said.

She took her fists away from her eyes and squinted at Richard. A second later, she clapped a hand over her mouth and stifled a scream.

“No,” he said. “I’m Richard, your dad’s oldest friend. Are you Penny?”

She nodded, wide-eyed. “Don’t come near me. I have a knife.”

“I won’t, and I know you must be scared half to death, but I won’t harm you.”

“Why are you here? Where’s my dad?”

Richard took a moment to gather the words he needed. “I’m Detective Sergeant Richard Williams. I’m a police officer.” He pulled his wallet out and held it open with the badge showing. “This is my badge and warrant card with my name on it.” 

“Show me, but don’t come any closer. Put it on the coffee table.” She held one hand out from the blanket and pointed to the table but kept the other tucked out of sight.

Richard skirted a dozen cardboard boxes on the living room floor, crossed the short distance between the door and the couch, and put his open wallet on the table in front of her. 

Open-mouthed, Penny took the wallet and examined it. She nodded, handed it back and shrunk into the depths of the couch, pulling the blanket over her until only her face showed.

“I have some bad news for you,” Richard said.

“What?” Her hand leapt to her mouth.

“I’m afraid your father has been killed. It happened this evening, just down the road.”

“No. That’s not possible. I don’t believe you.”

“I’m afraid it’s true, Penny. I saw it happen. I was with him when he died.”

“But he can’t be dead. He left to have some Chinese food. He’ll be back soon. I know he will.”

Richard shook his head. “Before he died, he gave me his keys and told me to take some photos from his wallet to give to you. I have them here.”

He handed the two photos to Penny. “The last thing he said to me was, Look after Penny. She’s all I’ve got. You’re all she has left. He wanted me to look after you. If you’ll let me, I will. I promised your dad. I will. I mean it.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” she said in a quiet voice.

“I know it must be a terrible shock, and I understand. Can I get you a glass of water? Some juice? Some milk?”

“A glass of milk.” She pointed at a wall. Richard correctly assumed that behind the wall lay the kitchen, the fridge and a glass. He returned a minute later and handed her the glass of milk.

Penny downed half the glass in three gulps and put it on the side table.

“Your dad never told me anything about you. He said he had a daughter, but he was very secretive about it. I didn’t even know where he lived until this evening when I saw his address on his driver’s licence.”

“He doesn’t have a car. He walks everywhere or takes the bus. Sometimes an Uber if it’s far and not on a bus route.” She exhaled a long-held breath. “Is he really dead?”

“I’m afraid so. We’d finished our meal, and I’d gone back to my truck. He stood outside the restaurant for a few minutes. Then, two guys on skateboards went by and shot him. Unfortunately, they escaped before I could do anything. I don’t think they’ve been caught yet,  but we will, I promise.”

“But why did they shoot him?”

“I don’t know for certain. Your dad worked quite closely with us, that is, the police. Some of the information he gave us was extremely useful in putting some really bad dudes behind bars for a long time. Perhaps someone found out he was working with us and decided to pay him back. We won’t know until we catch them.”

Penny shook her head, then nodded, as if taking it all in and agreeing that Richard’s assessment was reasonable. “He told me once, he did some work for the police on the side. Was it for you?”

Richard nodded. “There’s one other thing. If they know where your dad lived, it’s not safe for you to stay here, and in any case, you can’t stay here on your own.”

“But where will I go? I have nowhere, no one, no money. Only my dad.” Her hands went to her eyes, and for the first time, tears flowed down her cheeks.

“I won’t hug you, Penny, but I suspect that’s what you need most right now.”

Penny buried her face in a cushion, her small, thin body heaving with each silent sob. 

“There are only two places to go, Penny,” he said once her body stilled. “With me or to the Children’s Aid.”

“I’m not going there. I lived in foster homes until I was six. I hated it.”

“Then, if you’ll let me, you can come to my place until we can make more permanent arrangements. I have a two-bedroom condo. There’s room for you. Then we’ll see what we can work out.”

She nodded. “Are you really my dad’s friend? You’re not just saying that?”

“It’s true. We grew up together, next-door neighbours. We’ve been best friends since kindergarten.”

“Are you the Richard he sometimes mentioned?”

“I hope so. We stayed in touch at least once a month.”

Penny shivered and wrapped the blanket more closely around her shoulders.

“You had better get dressed,” Richard said. “You can’t go out in your night clothes. And pack all your clothes. We don’t want to come back and find they’ve changed the locks, that there’s a new tenant, and your belongings are in a black garbage bag in the dumpster out back.”

“There will be. We’re moving on Saturday. Just about everything’s packed up in these boxes.”

Penny got up and went into what Richard guessed was her bedroom. He looked around the living room. A laptop with an external drive and several other pieces of electronic hardware sat on a desk by the window. The TV would have to stay, along with the furniture and all the kitchen equipment, crockery, cutlery and glassware. There was no point in keeping any of Connor’s clothes. They could all remain in the apartment. With most of everything still in its place, it would look lived-in. 

“I’ll strip your bed, Penny,” Richard called out, “but I’ll leave the blankets and pillows. That’ll make it look like an unoccupied spare room to an inquisitive person.”

“Can I keep the sheets and pillowcase?” she said, reappearing in the doorway.

“Yes.” He saw her on the verge of tears. “Something to remind you of your time here.”

He took the half-drunk glass to the kitchen and emptied the remaining milk down the sink. He put the plug in the sink and ran the tap. Prints do not survive long in water. He squirted a little washing-up liquid in the sink and left the glass to soak. Leave no trace, Connor’s credo.

He went into Connor’s bedroom and searched through the bedside drawers but found nothing to arouse the interest of whichever officer searched the apartment. He checked the closet and clothes drawers and found them virtually empty, with all except the clothes Connor expected to wear for the next two days packed away. He heard banging coming from the room next door and figured that would be Penny dressing and packing. She emerged a few minutes later carrying a bag, which she dropped at her feet in the doorway.

“Bathroom stuff?” Richard said.

She went into the bathroom and gathered her toothbrush and hairbrush. “Anything else?” she  said.

“Have you packed everything? Night clothes, towel, facecloth? Do you have your own toothpaste or soap? Shampoo? Scrunchies? Wipes? Makeup? Dirty laundry?”

“I don’t use makeup,” she snapped. “Everything else is in here.” She indicated the suitcase. “There’s not much. We’re poor.”

“Do you have room for the sheets and pillowcases in there?”

Penny nodded. “I want to take a few of my dad’s things,” she said. “To remember him by.”

“Of course. Whatever you can fit in your case.”

Penny took the case into Connor’s room and reemerged a few minutes later. “Done,” she said and sighed, the tears near the surface once again.

“Is that everything?”

Penny nodded—her lower lip quivering. 

“We don’t want to leave any clues that you’ve been here recently. We can’t wipe the apartment clean of your fingerprints, but that can’t be helped. They could have been here for weeks or months if your dad wasn’t too houseproud.”

“He never did housework. I always did it. It was how I earned my allowance.” A hint of a smile crossed her face, then quickly vanished, replaced by a look of defiance.

“Ready? I’ll take the laptop and the other stuff. My truck’s out the back.” He smiled and held the apartment door open. Penny stood in the doorway, gazing about the apartment in silence. Richard scooped up the laptop and the paraphernalia and stood next to her. “There’s no going back,” he said quietly. “It’s for your safety and my promise to your dad.”

He shut the door behind them, and they walked to the elevator.

“I always use the stairs,” Penny said. “Up and down. It’s good for you.”

The elevator was empty, and they rode to the ground floor in silence. They made their way through the deserted lobby, down the dimly lit corridor and pushed the crash bar on the back door. The parking lot was as deserted as the elevator, and neither motion-activated light came on.

Penny climbed into the passenger side of the cab. Richard opened the rear door and put the suitcase on the floor and the laptop on the seat. “I have to check the storage locker,” he said. “Will you be okay here on your own for a few minutes? He turned the engine on and cranked the heater up, not that it made a difference yet, but the heat would come in a minute or two.

She nodded. “There’s not much there,” she said. “Three or four boxes of electronic bits and pieces and an old TV set. It’s number forty-two.”

He put a hand on her shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze of reassurance. She stiffened but did not try to shake him off. Richard thought for a moment she may have flicked a smile, but in the cab’s courtesy light, he couldn’t be sure.

Richard turned and retraced his steps to the building, wondering if she would do a runner as soon as the door was closed. If she knew what was good for her, she wouldn’t, he reasoned, but how could she think clearly after all that had happened to her in the past half hour or so? Did she trust him? He hoped so. She had no choice. Everything could so easily blow up in his face if either of them took a wrong step in the next few hours.

The apartment building back door closed behind him, and Richard made his way down the dimly lit stairs to the locker floor. Despite the poor light, he found locker number 42 quickly and opened it on the second try. There was a suitcase on the floor and four cardboard boxes the size of a wine case. By the light of his cell phone, he checked the contents. Most of the electronics were junk, bits of old radios, a Walkman and an old digital alarm clock, but four pieces interested him. He knew immediately what they were, and it wouldn’t take long before some enterprising copper with a nose for electronics would recognize wiretap equipment. He lifted the suitcase. It seemed empty. It was unlocked. He put the electronics inside and snapped it shut. Two minutes later, he was behind the steering wheel with Penny shivering beside him in a lightweight pink parka and toque. He glanced down. Runners and jeans.

“Don’t you have any winter boots?”

She shook her head and looked resolutely through the windshield. “I told you. We’re poor.”

“We’ll get some on Saturday. I have to work tomorrow, and you’ve got school.”

“No school. It’s a PA day.”

“A PA Day? What’s that?”

“Professional Activity. The teachers sit around drinking coffee and listening to lectures, and we get the day off.”

“Oh.”

He put the truck in Drive and headed out of the parking lot.

“Where are we going?” Penny said.

“To my condo.”

“Where’s that?”

“By the City Centre, overlooking the park. It’s handy for walking and shopping.”

“Will I get an allowance?”

“There’s a dishwasher, so no doing dishes. I don’t have a cleaning lady, so I clean and tidy myself.”

“I can be your cleaning lady. I charge twenty bucks a week to do it twice, but I don’t make beds except my own. That’s a lot less than Molly Maid charges.”

“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t checked their rates recently, but you’re probably right.”

They drove in silence until they turned off Queen Street and threaded their way through the approach roads to the three condo buildings. Richard inserted a plastic card into the slot at the parking garage entrance. The door opened, and he drove down the ramp. With a slight squeal of tires on the smooth concrete floor, he pulled into his parking spot and switched the engine off.

“Home,” he said. “Until we can make a more permanent arrangement for you.”

Penny turned her head and looked through the passenger window. “I’m not going to a foster home. Why can’t I stay with you? You said you’re my dad’s best friend.”

“You can for a few days, but sooner or later, you’re going to have to move out. Building management won’t care if you stay, but the Children’s Aid will. I’m not going to jail for harbouring a minor I’m not related to. They’re a suspicious lot. They’ll never believe the truth.”

She turned to face Richard. “If you send me to a group home, I’ll run, and I’ll keep running until they get the message.” She turned away again.

“Okay. We’ll work something out that doesn’t involve the Children’s Aid, the school board, the law, whatever. But if I go to jail over you, you’ll be in a group home before your feet touch the ground, so you’d better not do or say anything that draws attention to you, me, or our relationship. Understand?”

She nodded.

“I have a daughter. She’s nearly eleven and lives with my ex-wife. I don’t understand kids, least of all girls. I work all hours of the day and
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