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            I trust no one, not even myself.
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PROLOGUE
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Having shown enough of itself to the world for one day, the sun began to slowly sink behind the hills on the other side of Grew Lake.  Erin Meadows and Clay Tanner, who were at the lake picnicking and attempting to rekindle their torrid love affair from ten years prior, sat, like the teenagers in love they’d once been, holding hands and admiring the beauty of the pink and orange sky.

“Are you sure he’s coming back?” Clay asked, still staring at the sunset.  “I mean, why?  After all that happened to him there?”

Erin was wondering how to respond when her phone rang.  Instinctively, she reached for it in her purse on the blanket and checked the number.  It was one she didn’t recognize.  “Sorry,” she told Clay.  “Mind if I check this?” 

Clay shook his head.  Erin turned away from him and entered her passcode.  

“You have four new messages,” the automated voice told her.  “First new message—”  

She turned back to Clay and, when he looked at her, offered him a smile and mouthed another apology.  She listened to the messages, which had all been from the same number, then shut the phone off and put it back in her purse.  

The sun had almost completely disappeared now, and the two were left sitting alone in near darkness.  Erin didn’t want to say goodbye to him just yet, but knew she had to.  It was just before seven and they each had an hour drive ahead of them.  She put her head on his shoulder, as she had the first time they’d met, ten years ago now, when things had been different.

“This was nice,” he said.  

She murmured her agreement, then looked up at him.  It’s always been him, hasn’t it? she asked herself, and then he kissed her. It wasn’t their first kiss in ten years—this was the fourth or fifth time they’d met; she couldn’t remember without consulting her day planner which was in the car—but the first time it had felt like this.  Maybe it was the timing, just as she’d come to the realization that it, in fact, had always been Clay, ever since they’d run away to Prince George together and failed out of college and gotten married instead.  

They kissed once more and then, as if by mutual consent, they stopped and hugged for a long time afterwards.  Then they silently began packing up their stuff, putting it all back in the picnic basket that she had brought.  She then helped him fold up the blanket that he had brought and followed him back to the parking lot where they’d parked their cars side by side.

She threw the basket in the trunk, then walked over to him and kissed him on the cheek.  “We on for next week?” she asked.

“Sure,” he replied.  

She embraced him once again, this time almost afraid to let go.  

“Safe drive,” he said.  She wished him the same.  Then he released her, and she had no choice but to do likewise.  No choice but to return to her Mercedes and begin the drive back home.

She threw her purse on the passenger seat, on top of the day planner already there.

She had just turned left out of the parking lot after having followed Clay out and seen his blue F-150 turn right, its taillights disappearing in the distance, when it hit her.  How long were they going to keep doing this?  How long could they before one of them decided it was no longer worth the effort?  They lived different lives now, he in Whiskey Creek and she in Rock Bay, and the prospect of seeing each other again had seemed like a good idea at the time.  But she knew the kids missed her.  They loved Sharon, she was sure of that, and she was lucky to have her, she was more than sure of that.  But at some point, things would start getting serious.  She wondered how the girls would respond to Clay being around if it ever happened. Or how he would respond to the girls being around.  But she banished the thought soon after having it.  There were other things that would have to be dealt with first.   

Her phone rang, startling her.  For a second, she thought it may be Clay, and that something had happened to him.  He usually called her when they’d gotten close to their respective towns to make sure she got home okay, but they’d just gotten on the road.

It wasn’t Clay, but ex-husband number two and father of her children, Chad Mason.  Although she had the phone on hands-free speaker mode, she didn’t answer it and let it go to voice mail.  

“Hey,” Chad’s voice said over the car speakers.  “As you know, I’ll be back in town on Sunday.  Just wondering when I’ll be able to see the kids.  Give me a call back when you get this.  Thanks.”

“Prick,” Erin said aloud.  Then she recalled Clay having asked her about him and her phone going off and she not responding to the question.  It was just one of several things she didn’t want to talk about.  Not yet.  In fact, one of the reasons she’d been enjoying her time with Clay was not necessarily as much being with him as being away.  

How nice it is, just being away.  

She’d heard of people abandoning their families and just disappearing off the grid and had always wondered how they could do that.  She and her friends, who called themselves The Moms’ Club, had sometimes talked about running away from their lives.  But what about the kids? Erin had asked. How could you do that to the kids?

She thought about Clay again.  He hadn’t wanted kids.  In fact, that was what had ultimately led to their divorce.  They’d been stupid kids themselves who’d run off and found each other and decided to get married without having asked each other the big questions.

But surely, she could have Clay back now if she wanted that.  Couldn’t she?

Her phone rang again.  At first, she didn’t recognize the number, then realized it was the one that had been calling her all afternoon.  She let it too go to voice mail, and the caller left the same message as he had the five previous times he’d called. 

She wondered briefly whether she’d respond to the caller tonight, then once again let her mind wander to take it off the boredom of the drive.  This time her thoughts turned to Chad, who had announced a week ago that he was moving back to town.

She recalled meeting him at the Thirsty Moose while out drinking with The Moms’ Club the night her divorce from Clay was made official.  He’d swept her off her feet.  He was a young, good-looking heavy-duty mechanic and volunteer paramedic who, unlike almost everybody else in town, had money.  Lots of it.  His father, she was soon to learn, had invested in fidget spinners before they’d begun to flood classrooms across the country and as a result had made a small fortune.  

As much as she’d told herself she didn’t need those things, that she’d been happy with Clay without them, she found herself enjoying them.  First it was jewelry, then he bought her a car—a Mercedes—which she’d never seen in Rock Bay.  Her friends liked him, her parents loved him.  Why wouldn’t they?  Before she knew it, they were married with two daughters and living in the house she still lived in, a six-acre palatial estate in Holly Oaks, a place she’d never dreamed, as a kid growing up here, that she’d be living in.

Life was good.  The pool and the RV didn’t hurt.  

And then Chad had begun investing the money.  

She didn’t like thinking about the rest of their life together.  How it had all come to a sudden, ugly, humiliating end.  How she’d felt betrayed by this man whom she’d trusted, who, unfortunately, whether she liked it or not, was always going to be a part of her life because of the kids.

Clay hadn’t wanted kids.

How nice it is, just being away.

As the Mercedes continued on its way towards her home and her kids, Erin pondered the idea.  She thought about Clay once again and how nice it was being with him.  How they’d both forgiven themselves for what had happened and were at peace with each other.  

Or what they knew of each other. 

She knew she hadn’t told Clay all there was to know.  And when she did, how would that go down?  She’d tried to convince herself he didn’t need to know, would never need to know, then remembered how she’d felt when she’d learned the bottom had fallen out of Chad’s bank account and what had happened as a result.

She’d have to tell him.  No secrets.  

Her phone rang.  It was Clay.  She checked the clock on the dashboard.  7:47. Good old Clay, right on time.  She answered it.

“Everything good?” he asked. 

“Yeah,” she replied.  “Almost there.”

Clay told her he’d see her next week and she thanked him for calling, then hung up.  She had reached the billboards on the outskirts of town, only two kilometers from the turnoff to Holly Oaks, smiling to herself and thinking about how reliable Clay was, how she felt she could trust him, when her phone rang again.

She’d expected it to be Clay, calling back to say he’d forgotten to mention something, maybe how nice it had been to see her, or that maybe they should think about taking the next step, whatever that would be.  

But it wasn’t.

It was the caller from before.  She thought about ignoring him again, letting him leave his message as he’d been doing all day.  Then she thought about the kids, knew they’d be fine with Sharon for a little while longer, and answered it.  

Unlike the four or five previous Thursdays, Erin kept the Mercedes on the highway into Rock Bay, passing the turnoff for Holly Oaks, and instead of pulling into the driveway at just after 8:00 and walking in the front door and hugging Riley and Skyler, she drove the car to a much different part of town and parked it in a parking lot, abandoned at this time of night save for the truck in front of Kitchen Warehouse, one of the businesses she’d been forced to dream up due to Chad having filed for bankruptcy and leaving her and her kids with a mortgage no honest man could afford and a lifestyle to which she’d become accustomed.

It being dark at this hour and the parking lot dimly lit, she took no notice of the color of the vehicle.  Had she recognized it, she may have recalled that its owner, whom she’d become wary of recently, usually called her from a different number, making what would have already been an uncomfortable situation even more suspicious.  

But she didn’t. 

Instead, telling herself it was for her kids she was doing this, she absently grabbed her purse off the seat beside her, the strap of which caught on a corner of the day planner, sending it sliding onto the floor.  Then she opened the door, got out, stood up, and found herself looking into the eyes of the man who’d called her here.

He wasn’t who she thought he’d be.  

And her kids, for whom she had just told herself she was doing this, Erin Meadows would never see again.
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CHAPTER 1

LEW
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“Lindsay,” the woman standing before Lew Peterson said.  “Yes, I’m sure of it.”

Lew nodded.  Fuck, he thought.  Not again.  “And what exactly are you alleging happened?” he asked, bracing himself for what the woman—Jen Corbett—was about to tell him.

“He hit on me,” she said, forcing Lew to ask her to elaborate.

“I was standing in line at Fas-Trac.  He came up behind me and asked if he could offer me a ride home.  I asked him why.  I have my car with me.  He began to get threatening.  Like he could use his power to make things happen.  He eventually left me alone.  But it was—creepy.”

Lew was at a loss for words.  This was not the first complaint he’d heard levelled at Lindsay.  There had been others, from different women.  The new cop in town was definitely making a name for himself, and not in the best way.  

Then there was Lindy Walsh.

When the revelation of her involvement with then-high-school student Riley Park had been brought to his attention, he’d been shocked, as he assumed they all had.  What had surprised him even more was the thought that John Lindsay may have also been involved with her.

What he didn’t dare think about was the possibility that Lindsay may have been more involved in the murder of Lindy Walsh’s boyfriend than he believed.  That was what Mikey Franco had tried to tell him.  The evidence, however, had pointed elsewhere, but evidence, he knew, could be messed with.  Especially by someone who had access, as Lindsay had.  

He’d been leery of his new colleague since he’d come to Rock Bay from Prince Rupert two years ago.  He’d often wondered about the nature of those who chose, or more often, had been forced to, transfer mid-career to other places.  Those who seemingly couldn’t or wouldn’t hack it where they were originally placed, whether for incompetence, personal reasons or worse.  He figured the same was true, as he thought back to the Carolyn Dobbs case, of every profession.  

“I don’t know what you can do about it,” Jen Corbett was saying.  “But something has to be done.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Lew told her, feeling like what he was telling her wasn’t enough—wasn’t nearly enough.  He prided himself on keeping his town as crime-free as possible.  Step Up, the bystander intervention program he’d started with Violet Murphy, was now being run in most schools in the district.  The last thing he needed, particularly with Rock Bay Days around the corner, was another reason for people to not want to go out, not to trust the police to keep them safe.  

Lindsay wasn’t helping matters.

“Please make sure you do that,” Jen Corbett said.  “He’s a predator.”

Lew flinched at the word.  It was harsh, but the accusation he knew he couldn’t take lightly.  He’d speak with Lindsay, tell him in no uncertain terms to tone it down.  He promised Jen Corbett he’d do as he told her to prevent her from taking it any further.  He escorted her out of the station, relieved that Lindsay hadn’t chosen to show up before she left.  

Returning to his office, his thoughts turned to Mikey Franco and what he’d tried to convince Lew had really happened to Jason Brown.  

It was Lindsay.  

He was still considering the plausibility of that accusation when his phone rang.

It was Violet Murphy.  

***
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HE ANSWERED HIS PHONE happy to be able to talk to Violet, happier even still to have something to take his mind off both what he’d just been through with Jen Corbett and what he’d have to do when Lindsay came back.  

He was genuinely glad to hear from her.  Her voice was a breath of fresh air.  He asked her how things were going in Prince George—she’d moved there temporarily to take Criminology at Caribou College, something he liked to tell himself he was responsible for—and she told him things were good, classes were going well, and when he asked, she still hadn’t found the time to have a boyfriend.

Violet had good news on this dismal day.

“I’m coming back next week,” she told him, sounding genuinely happy herself.  “We have reading break, which is right during Rock Bay Days, so I thought I’d come home for a bit.”

He wasn’t sure how honest she was being about how well her break seemed to line up with the weekend-long celebration the town was preparing for, but he’d take it.  It would be nice to have her back, hear what she’d been up to. 

“You and everybody else,” he said.  “You should see all the RVs rolling in here.”

They chatted about how big the town had been getting, the building being done around the gravel pits, the industrial park and elsewhere on the outskirts of town.  

“You’ll hardly recognize the place when you come back,” he said.  “Especially the old house.”

He knew she’d know to which old house he was referring.  She asked what was happening.

“The Little brothers bought it,” he told her.  “They’re fixing it up.  It’s going to be part shelter, part help center.  They’re calling it Our House.”

“That’s great,” she said. 

He echoed her sentiments but knew not to stay on that topic too long.  

Violet, however, had already moved on.  “You heard about Noah?” she asked.

Yes, he told her.  He had.  Noah Weston, ex-lead vocalist of suddenly defunct local band The Creatures of Habit, had been charged with the sexual abuse of a fan.  Thirty years.  The accusation had hit Violet hard.  To her, he knew, Noah Weston had been more than a pop idol crush.  He had been a way out of what had happened.

At the old house.

Now that he thought about it, it was at a Creatures concert, for which he was doing security—the same concert at which the fan was assaulted—when he first formally met Violet.  And here she was, following in his footsteps.  Or so he’d like to believe.

As if reading his mind, Violet relayed news of her own.  “The Sisters are playing Saturday night.”

The Weird Sisters, Violet’s friend Tess’s band, had opened for the Creatures at their final performance in Rock Bay.  Since then, they’d all moved to Vancouver and fallen of off Lew’s radar, but apparently were going to be back in town to help in their hometown’s celebrations.  Violet’s return aligning with their performance now made a lot of sense.  

“And,” she continued, “Eddie’s applied to perform.  He’s become quite the magician.”

He found himself smiling at the thought of the upcoming festivities.  The thought of having to relay Jen Corbett’s message had nearly vanished completely when Lindsay strolled through the station doors.  

LIVI

Livi Hunter could barely contain herself.

She and her best friend Ashlee Nichols had done it.  They’d turned their club, the Stigma-Free Club, into a contender for club of the year, and today they’d have the proof.  Paula Day was coming to speak to the school.

The club had been Ashlee’s idea.  A place for like-minded students to meet, a place where they could sit and discuss the issues that concerned them above and beyond their differences.  Last year, when they started out, putting up posters around the school to advertise, they’d had a handful of members, including Mikey Franco for a time, on whom she’d developed a crush.  

It was Mikey’s speech at his girlfriend Maddie’s funeral that had helped turn things around.  The kids at this school seemed to have taken his message to heart, and more kids had joined this year than ever.  They no longer needed to advertise.  They had become a force.  

A force for good.

When local philanthropist Paula Day, the president of the Better Day Foundation, heard about all they’d been doing, particularly for the single mothers in the area, she offered to come and speak at an assembly if such a thing could be arranged.  

She and Ashlee, with the help of new vice-principal Miss Wigglesworth, had gotten right on that.  They’d had help, of course, from members of the Leadership class and Mr. Jeffries, as well as ex-liaison officer Peterson, who felt it was time, after what had happened to Mikey’s girlfriend Maddie, to return the school to its former kinder, gentler self.  

And today was the day.

As she and Ashlee entered the Sinkholes, the wooded lot behind the school, she thought about Mikey Franco’s speech, and how much his mom had meant to him.

He’d killed for her.

She thought about Ashlee’s mom, and how much she’d been through, and about her own mom.  The Better Day Foundation, along with My Truth and Sunshine Corp, were really starting to make a difference in the community for people like them, and she hoped that one day she could be part of something like that.

She and Ashlee both.

“Look,” Ashlee said under her breath as they approached the smoke pit behind the school, bringing Livi back to the present.  

She glanced over at the group of kids smoking and spitting and swearing.  She felt for them as much as she was intimidated by them.  Despite the traction the club had gained, she knew there were some kids who were never going to buy in.

Darius Tucker, Tessa Lancaster, Makhayla Johnson.  

She wondered what their stories were.  Why they insisted on being the posers they were with the attitudes they had.  She knew they drove teachers crazy.  They always seemed to find a way back, however, despite how much trouble they allegedly got into.  

She kept her head down, as did Ashlee, avoiding eye contact with any of them, determined not to give them the attention they so desperately longed for.  

She wasn’t going to let a few bad eggs ruin her day.
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CHAPTER 2

LEW
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Lindsay brought one of the coffees he was carrying over and placed it in front of Lew.  “Just the way you like it,” he said.

Lew recognized the cup as being from Fas-Trac.  He picked it up and took a cautious first sip.  “What happened at Ray’s?” he asked.  

“Attempted break-in,” Lindsay replied.  “Broken windows, that’s about it.  Seems they got scared and ran.”  He began walking away.

Lew held up a finger.  “Gotta talk to you,” he said.

Lindsay turned around.  “About?”

Lew motioned to the conference room, causing Lindsay to furrow his brow before following him in.

“We’ve had a complaint,” Lew told him after having closed the door.  “Well, you have, to be more specific.”

No reaction registered on Lindsay’s face.  He either had no idea he’d offended anyone, Lew thought, or was especially good at hiding what he knew.  Either way, it was cause for concern.  He’d hoped Lindsay would remember, not force him to have to spell it out, but it looked like that wasn’t going to be the case.

“A woman.  Jen Corbett.  Name ring a bell?”

Lindsay shrugged, then took a sip of coffee.

“She was just here, John.  Said you came on to her in the lineup at Fas-Trac.”

A smile slowly crossed Lindsay’s lips.  “That was me just bein’ friendly is all.”

“That’s not how she felt about it.”

Lindsay appeared to give the matter some consideration.  “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Are you?” Lew asked, surprised by his own question.

Lindsay stared at him.  “What are you implying here?” he asked.

“I’m not implying anything.  I’m relaying a message.  If she hadn’t spoken to me, she would have gone to Macdonald.  She still might.  All I’m telling you is to be careful.”

“Mr. Riley Park witnessed the whole interaction,” Lindsay said, going on the defensive.  “Ask him what happened.”

Lew felt like repeating that it wasn’t he who was taking issue with his behavior, but felt he’d said enough.  The mention of Riley Park was also derailing his train of thought, as he recalled the revelation about Riley and his Planning teacher.

In whom Lindsay seemed to have also been interested.

Again, the thought of how involved Lindsay may have been began to play on the corners of his mind.  Followed by the thought of what exactly had happened to him in Prince Rupert to force his transfer to Rock Bay.

“I’m getting the feeling you don’t trust me,” Lindsay was saying, as if reading his mind.  “So, I’ll tell you what.  I’m going to have you over for dinner sometime.  You can meet Jodi.  I promise you we’re as happy as can be.”

He didn’t care for the way Lindsay had deflected the accusation but took him up on the offer.  He knew Lindsay was right, that he didn’t trust him, that he’d had trouble trusting anyone for a long time.  Finally meeting Jodi Lindsay may put him on the road to being able to do so.  

He and Lindsay got up and left the conference room.  A phone rang and Lindsay went to answer it.  Lew turned a corner and in front of him, where Jen Corbett had stood half an hour ago, stood two little girls, their hands gripping those of a woman who stood between them.

***
[image: ]


LEW FELT A SINKING feeling the moment he and the girls made eye contact.  They looked sad.  He looked up at the woman, who he assumed was their mother, wondering why they would be here this early on a Saturday morning and whether his day was about to get even worse.

He put down his coffee, took a seat at the window and asked what he could do for them.  He’d expected the woman to do the talking, but it was one of the girls who spoke first.

“My mommy is missing,” she said.

Lew felt those words the way anybody in his position would.  He felt like he’d been punched in the gut.  His senses went off and a million questions went through his head.  He regained his composure and, once Lindsay was off the phone, asked him to see to the girls while he talked to the woman.

“That was 9-1-1,” Lindsay told him as he walked by.  “Missing person.”  

Lew nodded.  “Seems we both have one,” he replied.  

He took a missing persons form from one of the filing cabinets, then grabbed a pen and escorted the woman, a still-attractive blond, into another room, wondering cynically what Lindsay was thinking after having seen her.  She introduced herself as Sharon Phillips, a friend of the woman she alleged was missing.

Lew handed her the form and the pen, got her a cup of water, then told her he had a few questions.  He asked her the woman’s name.

“Erin Meadows,” Sharon told him.

The mention of the name hit him as hard, if not harder, than having heard the kid tell him her mommy was missing.  

Erin Meadows was Lew’s girl-that-got-away in high school. At least that’s what he’d always told himself.  She was also the first person who had betrayed him.  He’d reminded himself of that, too, on more than one occasion.  There was a reason he was thirty-six years old and had never been in a relationship of any duration.  He’d tried to convince himself it was because of his job, of some of the stuff he had seen, that he could never be close to anyone.  

He’d almost believed that. 

I’m getting the feeling you don’t trust me, Lindsay had told him moments ago.

When he really stopped to think about it, as much as he didn’t want to acknowledge it, his inability to trust people always came back to what had happened, or more specifically what hadn’t happened, with Erin Meadows.

“Are you okay?” Sharon was asking.  

Lew snapped back to reality and found her staring at him.  He wondered what he must have looked like and smiled to try and convince her he was okay, then felt he owed her an explanation.  “Sorry,” he said.  “I knew Erin.”  Then, given the circumstances, he realized what using the past tense must have sounded like, and clarified.  

“In high school,” he added.

LIVI

After she and Ashlee had gone to their respective lockers and put their stuff away—they had wanted lockers close together, but Mrs. Lickman, the school principal, had told them she was sorry but they were to be distributed at random to avoid groups of kids hanging out together instead of making every effort to get to classes on time—Livi met up with her best friend and headed to the office.  

Miss Wigglesworth, who usually wasn’t here at this hour, greeted them and ushered them into Mrs. Lickman’s office, it being the most spacious, and the three of them sat down at the small table in the corner of the office.  “Big day today,” Miss Wigglesworth said, smiling.  

Livi couldn’t detect any sense of inauthenticity in the comment if there had been any.  Despite having to be here earlier than usual, the vice-principal seemed genuinely pleased to be here, as she seemed to have been since the club’s inception, supporting its endeavors.  

Livi cast a glance beyond Miss Wigglesworth at
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Chad Mason is back in fown. For good.
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