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Chapter One—

Panic

Thursday, February 24, 2000 - Clifden, Ontario,
Canada

Wil Waterman's heart raced as he drove up
Alston Road, dry heat blasting out of the vents of a white Mercury
Grand Marquis that had long since lost the new car smell. Oncoming
traffic rushed by him; end of day city workers making their escape.
The headlights swept across silver fields and steadied in streams
at the edge of the property.

He reached into the backseat to unhook
Sadie's harness ignoring biting temperatures as he got out of the
vehicle. His pace was quick, determined; a rhythmic crunching of
boots hitting snow, and somewhere, Sadie was barking. He had
radioed Chief Superintendent Amanda Maxwell from the car.

"Wait for me," she said.

Amanda pulled in. Did she shout his name? He
didn't turn around. Wil pushed his way through the door. He needed
to see it first; needed to be wrong. He wasn't. The blood pooled on
the floor in the shape of a cloud.

"Sadie, get back! Sit."

"I'll call it in." Amanda Maxwell's voice was
hoarse. "Why don't you wait in the car?"

Storming at him with a bracing chill that far
exceeded the bitter wind outside, the gruesome scene forced him to
confront a hideous truth. On this raw, dark evening in frozen rural
Ontario, it finally all made sense.


Chapter Two—

Reunion

Thursday, December 23, 1999 - Two Months Earlier

Amanda Maxwell left her affluent
neighbourhood in Beechworth and drove out of the city, past frosty
fields peppered with dairy cows and silos. Sunny yet cold, a bright
blue sky met untouched snow—perfect form and composition in every
view. On Mile Five Line, the road hugged acres of land and woods
owned by generations of farmers of British descent. Names like
Smith, Brown, Johnson and Taylor adorned stark mailboxes with
reflective letters, and the words 'and sons' stretched across
battered, grey barns.

Beyond Holland Park Road, she entered a
narrow lane and slowed to admire a yellow brick farmhouse with a
spindled verandah. She imagined a young tanned couple sitting there
under a chorus of cicadas on a summer night; children playing tag
in the front yard. Below freezing temperatures caused the tires to
slide a little as she pulled up to the Pottery Shed. She looked at
her image in the visor mirror; ash blonde hair, blue eyes and pink
lipstick that needed to be reapplied. She couldn't be bothered.
Walking through the barn-board door, she thumped her feet on the
rubber mat inside to clean off snowy boots. Years ago, the
structure would have housed tractors and combines. Understanding
the use of such equipment was lacking in the curriculum at Amanda's
private school in Toronto and not required for her Political
Science degree from Cambridge.

Pots and tiles in muted colours and damp
rough textures crammed the space, and a wood stove crackled in the
corner. Shelves lined the perimeter and by the backdoor was a
separate room sporting an industrial kiln that stood open. Rows of
tables with potter's wheels ready for students sat dappled in
sunlight from the many skylights in the roof.

A friendly voice greeted her. "Tell me if I
can help you find anything."

"Thanks, just looking for now." She turned
around to nod hello, then froze.

Gazing back at her was Aidan Scott, and with
his face, in a rush, came each element of the sickening horror they
shared on the only day they had ever met. It had never occurred to
her she might see him again or cross paths six years later in a
moment like this one, in a potter's shed on a farm in the middle of
nowhere. She thought he may have moved away; made a fresh start.
She stepped closer. He had grown up and was handsome with tidy,
sandy hair. His warm blue eyes were the same. They seemed to hold
an eternal question, a gaze that asked a perpetual why.

"Aidan?"

He paused. "Hi. Sorry."

"Don't worry. It's fine. You won't recognize
me."

Discomfort filled the moment. She grasped his
hand and said, "I'm Chief Superintendent Amanda Maxwell with the
Ontario Police Service. The last time I saw you was the day of your
mother's accident."

Aidan took a step back. "Hi. Wow. That's all
a bit weird to take in. Yes, I think I may remember you now." An
awkwardness hung heavy.

He started talking to fill the air. "Well,
welcome. I'm glad you found my shop. I own it. It's mine. I run a
program here to support the Conwy Eating Disorders Clinic. The
patients create one-of-a-kind tiles, and when we sell them, we
donate the funds back to the charity. I say we have a program, but
it's only me. You wouldn't believe how many rural people, well
young women mostly, suffer from an eating disorder, without
services nearby to…Sorry, I'm giving you way more information than
you need!" His fingers arranged and rearranged small square tiles
into patterns as he spoke.

From across the counter, the officer observed
a man still carrying the whiff of a boy. He was just twenty-four,
yet even under pressure, his ease and posture made her feel at
home. She had never been approachable. Growing up wealthy had
provided her with a certain rigidity.

Hands now covered in clay dust, she picked up
a wide blue bowl with a scalloped edge. "I like this one for my
friend, and I'll get a tile as well."

A photograph of Aidan's mother, Rosanna
Scott, hung on a vanilla white wall. She was wearing a flowing
peasant dress and holding a baby at arm's length, spinning in a
circle.

"Is that you?"

Aidan nodded.

She looked at the picture again. "Your mom
was a very beautiful woman."

"Thank you, she was." He fixed paisley
stickers to tissue edges and wrapped the bowl in a brown gift bag
bearing the Pottery Shed logo. He tied a gold ribbon on the handle
and dropped in a flyer from the Conwy Eating Disorders Clinic.

"Before you go, would you like a peek at my
new project, or are you very pressed for time, Madam Chief
Superintendent Amanda Maxwell?" He gave her a grin.

"I'd love it. I'm so pleased to see how well
you're doing!" She was prettier when she smiled.

He led Amanda out of the Pottery Shed down a
flagstone walk toward a large red barn four car lengths away. In a
sweater and jeans under a mucky apron, he was tall and casual to
the bone and appeared immune to the freezing temperatures. Inside
the building, he turned on the lights.

"Here we have the bare bones of The Studio
Barn, a soon-to-be full-service state-of-the-art recording
studio."

Next to the lobby was the control room,
stacked with boxes of equipment. Large double sliding doors took
them to the studio floor. Aidan clapped his hands twice, and she
pretended she could hear whatever he was showing her regarding
acoustics. There were couches not quite touching painted walls. Two
dozen black music stands blocked a series of soundproofed vocal
booths and a kitchen. The rear of the barn boasted showers and a
den where visiting artists could relax.

Amanda wondered how a twenty-four-year-old
could afford this, but her tone didn't betray her thoughts. "A
studio like this in Clifden? It's spectacular. Well done."

The young entrepreneur chatted on. "Clifden
is on the back-step of nowhere, so I'm thinking of combining this
with a bed-and-breakfast. You know, like a retreat centre. I'll
figure it out once I finish the studio. I still need to hire a
sound engineer to run all the gear."

"How big is this barn?" She gazed straight up
at the beams.

"Forty by fifty feet of stunning space. I
love the vaulted ceilings."

She could smell the newness of it all; the
adhesive and paint, the many cardboard boxes and the foam-backed
vibrant carpet on the booth floors. It was an impressive
project.

The memory of Rosanna Scott's terrible
accident had stayed with her for the last six years. Never did she
imagine Aidan, Rosanna's only child, would be thriving. Lost in her
thoughts, she touched the felt walls and slid the controls of the
still-to-be-installed soundboard.

"Cool, right?" he asked.

"It's very cool."

Until today, Amanda Maxwell had only met
Aidan Scott once in her life, but the events surrounding that day
had scarred her. Trauma often comes with policing, and cops must
harden their hearts to keep from accumulating one lost sheep after
another. Aidan was one of those sheep.

"I'm not up and running yet, but by March,
we'll be functioning. Come to the Grand Opening — I'm thinking,
maybe a big community open house, oh, and you should sign up for a
pottery class after the holidays!"

That made her laugh. "Crafts and I have a
complicated relationship," she said as she took her package and
headed to the car. "I'm catching up with Wil Waterman at The Duke
of York while I'm in town. You must know Wil."

"Sure, everyone pretty much knows everybody
here. Wil's an awesome guy. Say hi to him, and Merry
Christmas."

"Merry Christmas. I'm thrilled to see you so
well."

Oblivious to the cold, he escorted her to the
car and opened the door, then waved as she pulled away. It seemed
to Amanda that he had made peace with the events surrounding the
horrific day when they first met, but as she drove off, the pit of
her stomach still ached as though perhaps she had not.

* * *

The Duke of York, or The Duke as the folks in
Clifden called it, mirrored all small-town watering holes in every
corner of Ontario. Ted Lyman, a wiry, modest man, was the
proprietor and was no stranger to hard luck and bad behaviour. The
floor was wide-planked wood, worn from the ins and outs of the
weary boots of farmers and bounding feet of young servers. Wine
choices were simply white or red, and the locals were known by
name. The bar was long; the regulars rarely left.

Set close to the street with a lit Guinness
sign, it was a landmark in the centre of Clifden, and Detective
Inspector Wil Waterman, already at a table, stood to hug Amanda,
who carried the pottery bowl under her arm. A little more than a
decade her junior, he started his career as her rookie at the
Ontario Police Service, then moved to Toronto, where they both took
positions at the prestigious National Police Major Case Unit for a
year. It was groundbreaking work apprehending serious offenders.
Amanda excelled in the role and ran the NPS Beechworth office after
the project wrapped up. Wil returned to the field with the Ontario
Police, where, in his opinion, he belonged. Boardrooms and neckties
set his teeth on edge. He far preferred working from a squad
car.

She showed him her purchase, and he pretended
to care. Then she ordered a glass of red wine.

Wil winced. "You're going to drink wine in
Clifden?" He detected a hint of Chanel No. 5, and it took him
straight back to their years together.

She ignored him. "Listen, I've just seen
Aidan Scott. He's doing so well! I couldn't be more pleased, but
you know, as a cop, I have to ask…." Her sentence trailed off.

"How can he afford it?" Wil tilted back on
two legs of his chair. She was warm and familiar to him, like a
favourite blanket.

"Exactly. How can he afford it? He's
twenty-four, right? Those two projects, the Pottery Shed and The
Studio Barn, that's hundreds of thousands of dollars. Plus, he's
talking about opening a bed-and-breakfast? There was no life
insurance on his parents, as I recall."

She undid her coat, staring at Wil with
folded arms. He knew she expected the forthcoming explanation to be
delivered in detail.

Wil picked up Amanda's scarf from the floor
and handed it to her.

"When Aidan's mom and dad — you know — when
they died." He stopped. "Well, after the accident, Aidan tried
farming, but it wasn't for him. He was sitting on three hundred
acres of farmland and didn't have any interest in working it. His
grandfather bought the property for the family when they came from
Ireland back in the seventies. He was some loaded Irish guy.

"Hi Ted," Wil said, as the drinks arrived,
"How are you?"

"Oh, you know." The barman shuffled away.

Wil leaned in close to Amanda, his dark eyes
scanning the immediate area, and gestured with his head toward Ted.
"That's another story."

"Anyway, Aidan hated farming. He even took
some courses at Agricultural College to figure it out; you know,
keep the family farm going, but he bailed and sold two hundred
acres for six-hundred thousand dollars to the guy who owned the
land next to him. That's when he reopened his mom's pottery shed,
only on a much larger scale. He's a gifted guy and also has a
natural head for business." Wil rubbed his palm over his short
hair.

"So that's how he can afford the shop and
studio, which look fantastic." She drank half her glass of wine in
a single gulp, spilling most of it on her cream blouse. "Oh,
no!"

"You never change." Wil slid his chair back,
got up, and went to the bar. He returned with a white cloth and a
tumbler of club soda. "It gets better. Within weeks of Aidan
selling the land, his grandfather died in Derry, Ireland, and left
him four-hundred thousand pounds. I guess he was the last living
heir. He was then sitting on well over a million dollars. Who
knows? Maybe a million and a half. He's great — so responsible and
gives back by volunteering at the Conwy Centre for Anorexia. They
have a whole big sunroom named after him because he's given them so
much time and cash. It couldn't have happened to a nicer guy."

"Eating disorders," said Amanda.

"What?"

"Eating disorders, not just anorexia."

"Whatever."

"He haunts me to this day." She was mopping
at her ample chest. "The last time I saw him was at his mother's
drunk driving accident in '93 — Rosanna was her name? After the
crash, I was afraid he'd be run out of town."

She lowered her voice so Ted couldn't hear.
"After she killed herself and Aidan's dad, and Ted's wife and
daughter? I'm surprised the community didn't reject him. People can
be cruel."

A young server came by and took the stained
cloth. "Would you like another drink?" she asked.

Amanda declined and waited until she was out
of earshot. "That day, as the little girl was pronounced dead, was
it Brenda? Six years old? I'll never forget the mangled mess of
bodies, metal and glass, an enormous loss for two families. That's
what made my decision to take the desk job. The scene of that
accident still plagues my memory now; the stretchers and so much
blood. And Aidan? The only person who survived the crash, whisked
away to the hospital by ambulance; I thought he might die, or maybe
survive, but go off the rails."

"No, far from it. I know he has a nagging
back injury, but he's got the cash to buy forklifts and gadgets to
move those pots and tiles he makes all over Ontario. Aidan is
extremely well-liked in Clifden, even here at The Duke."

Wil looked around, then watched Ted roll a
cart into a backroom. "The one who did go sideways, though, was
Ted's son, Terry. Ever since his mom and sister died, he's been an
angry bastard, in and out of jail for multiple sex crimes against
young women — well, children. He was a soccer coach for a teenage
girl's team and was put away for having sex with a
fourteen-year-old; statutory rape. He hates everyone and uses the
accident to explain all of his many sins. A real waste of space. He
has a chip on his shoulder a mile high. He's a first-class
perv."

"That's a shame. I always felt like we failed
him. Aidan, not Terry. I know that's crazy, but because he was
eighteen, we sort of left him to it. A boy, not a man to fend for
himself, injured and alone."

Wil leaned down and grabbed Amanda's scarf
from under the table again. This time, he set it on his own lap.
"Aidan had some friends in town. Remember the day of the accident?
We called a family to meet him at the hospital?"

She shook her head no.

"They'd always been close to Aidan and his
family. The Tamblyns? The mom, Carol Tamblyn and Rosanna Scott,
Aidan's mother, were best friends and the two Tamblyn boys Liam and
Jake were like brothers to Aidan growing up, so after the crash,
they took him in, until he was well."

"That makes me feel better."

"The Tamblyns' marriage split up a few months
after the accident. I think losing Rosanna was too much for Carol.
She has Tamblyn Tree Farm and The Farm Shoppe out Mile Six Line,
and her two boys run it with her. Aidan, Liam and Jake are still
inseparable."

With deep, almost black eyes, Will watched
Amanda taking it all in.

"In a small town like this, having four boys
suffer a massive tragedy must have been difficult," she said.

"It had its moments," said Wil. "Not much
fall-out, all things considered. Jake Tamblyn went on to culinary
school for a year in Stratford after high school while Liam stayed
on the farm. Terry made a career out of being a deadbeat."

"It sounds like you know them all fairly
well?"

"Yeah, Terry mostly by reputation, but he
knows me for sure. I've questioned him enough times. I play hockey
with the Tamblyns. Aidan and I sat on the board of the Clifden Fall
Carnival together for a couple of years, so I know him pretty
well."

"He's on a Board of Directors at only
twenty-four?"

"I know. It's more like he's sixty. He had to
grow up quickly, but he's a great guy. A bit guarded at times, but
that’s to be expected, I suppose."

"So Ted. Him…" she bent her neck sideways
toward the barman and gave her head a flick. "How is he now? Having
his wife and daughter killed? He's broken, I'm sure."

They both grimaced.

Amanda turned her wine glass upside down to
drink the last few drops. "And so it's him and his criminal son
Terry left?"

"Yes."

"So I have this straight. The people who
cared for Aidan after the accident have two boys, Liam and Jake.
They took him in because Aidan's mom Rosanna and the boys' mom,
Carol, were best friends?"

"Yes, that's what I just said, officer," Wil
remembered her interrogation style well.

"Okay, go on."

"The Tamblyn boys were close to Rosanna, too.
They called her Aunt Rosanna, that sort of courtesy aunt kind of
arrangement. Liam, the eldest son, is a bit of a gloomy character,
but the women love him. He's the same age as Ted's pervy son Terry,
and as well as running the tree farm, he's also a personal trainer
to a few bored housewives and their friends in Beechworth. He's a
decent guy and harmless, but you know. A pouter."

Wil stopped to have a drink of his beer.
"Jake, his younger brother, is Aidan's age, and he stole all the
sunshine from that family. You won't miss the Tamblyn boys if you
see them. If GQ did a Rock 'n' Roll edition, the brothers could be
on the cover."

"So everything is rosy in Clifden, apart from
Terry? Every town has one. Poor Ted."

"Terry's just been out of jail again for a
few weeks," said Wil, "This time for exposing himself to that young
waitress over there; the one that just picked up the cloth and
asked us if we wanted more drinks? She's just by the bar behind
you."

Amanda looked over her shoulder and
nodded.

"Aretta Bahar is her name. Also, another girl
narrowly escaped being pulled into a car, matching the description
of his Toyota a few days after he got out of jail. We can't prove
that he made the attempt, but it likely was him. Ted has banned him
from The Duke so Aretta can work here without fear. I'd like to
knock him out, little prick."

Amanda scanned the floor for her scarf.
"Should we have another drink, given it's the holidays?"

"Sure, if you have time," and he motioned to
Ted, two fingers in the air, circling them over the table to
signify another round. "You're the one who has to drive back to the
city. I just live up Alston Road. You're slumming it in my backyard
now."

"Well, you might see me here more often in
the new year." She looked pleased like she was about to hand him a
gift.

"Why's that?"

"I'm stepping out from behind the desk and
leaving the National Police Service behind. I love real police
work, and I'm fifty-one. I'm getting to the now-or-never portion of
the program. The Deputy Commissioner thinks I've lost the plot.
Most people stay in the national office until they get their
pension. But I'm done with moving paper. I'm coming back to the
field and back to policing with the Ontario Police Service — back
to you, Wil! So, if you need any help with your local serial
killers, I'll be the one they call to show you how it's done."

"How are you at cow-tipping?"

"I don't know what that is. Seriously,
though? Let's solve a few crimes together."

The pub windows were dark now, making it
cozier inside and colder outside. Gold tiffany lamps above the bar
glowed against the shelves of liquor bottles and made patterns
across the ceiling's white paint and wood beams.

Amanda stood up. "How's Kathleen? Do you guys
love being parents?"

Wil looked at the floor, and her heart sank.
She knew what that look meant.

"We're taking a little break. Well,
Kathleen's taking a break from me. You know — the job takes its
toll. Cameron's great; he's eighteen months old and a mad man. I
see him most weekends."

It was five o'clock but dark. The bright
postcard day had turned into a frosty evening. They bundled into
their coats, waved to Ted, tipped Aretta, and left the pub.

"It's too cold to snow tonight," said Wil, a
statement only those who have had to contort their days in a
negotiation with a brutality called winter could understand.

With their cars warming, they stood in the
parking lot and talked about holiday plans, a union jack flapping
with audible claps behind them on a pole attached to the brick pub
wall. Wil tied the scarf snugly around Amanda's neck, happy to hear
they may work together again. The black of her coat against her
blonde shoulder-length hair was a pretty contrast as the snow fell
around them. He kissed her cheek. "It was amazing to see you."

Not satisfied with a polite goodbye, she set
her pottery on the roof of the car and gave Wil a big, long hug.
Over his shoulder, she saw a grey cat huddled in the
window-well.

"Poor little thing," she said.

Wil turned around. "That's, Smokey. He's sort
of the town mascot."

"Just so you know, that cat's going to freeze
to death tonight." She smiled at Wil. "Take care of yourself. I
hope things work out with you and Kathleen. Merry Christmas to you
both."

The car door closed, and she threw the gear
shift into drive.

Wil stepped back from the vehicle and
shouted, "No, no, stop!"

But she tore off, oblivious to the pottery
bowl smashing on the pavement behind her.

* * *

The exact moment the package went flying off
Amanda's car, Aidan drove into the parking lot of The Duke. He
watched Wil grab his head and call out to her to stop, then
chuckled, his tires making a crunching sound as he crept up next to
Wil and rolled down his window.

"Hey, can you get a parcel to her if I go
back to the shop and get another bowl?"

"How can a total scatterbrain be such an
amazing detective? Let's go. I'll come with you, and we can get
this done. You're only ten minutes up the road. I'll run it to
Beechworth tomorrow, so she has it in time for Christmas
morning."

Wil followed the Pottery Shed van onto Mile
Five Line and around the lane that circled by The Studio Barn.
Aidan jumped out of his vehicle and motioned for Wil to leave his
car where it was. He was thrilled to show off his new project for a
second time today.

"You could record an orchestra on this studio
floor!" said Wil. "It's huge; fantastic. I wish I had come to see
it sooner. It's great!"

"Not quite an orchestra, but, yeah, a large
ensemble, for sure. I still have a lot to get done." Aidan pointed
to the boxes of recording gear on the floor. "All that has to be
wired in. The studio needs a few rows of mood lighting. I'm getting
there, though."

"I played in a band in high school." Wil's
face immediately reddened. "We weren't any good."

"Maybe you should get the guitar out again?
We all played in horrible bands in high school. Liam, Jake and I
were terrible. You should come out one night when I'm a bit further
along with the installation. It'd be fun to test out all this
gear."

Aidan played the guitar with skill and had
been singing since he could speak. He was one of those artsy people
who could master any craft he put his mind to. The folks in town
claim it came from his mother.

They retraced their steps out of the control
room and clicked off a dozen dimmer switches. Sand and salt covered
the flagstone in front of the Pottery Shed, where they stopped to
choose another bowl for Amanda's friend. Wil looked at the picture
of Rosanna hanging on the shed wall.

"I'm so sorry about your parents. That must
have been horrible, given your age at the time. Terrible."

Aidan looked away for a second and said,
"Yeah, it sucked, but I was fortunate enough to have Jake and Liam
and their parents. The Tamblyns' marriage split up that year, but
they were together when the accident happened. It was great to have
a family around me, given the rest of Clifden pitied me, and Terry
hated me. He made it as hard as possible. He still does."

"Don't give him any energy."

"I know my mother's accident brought a lot of
pain on Clifden, and I'm sure that's partly why I volunteer."

He reached past Wil to grab a paper bag, and
the officer studied the small bird tattoo on his hand-drawn in blue
ink. Aidan smiled, "You've seen the birds before? Jake has a red
one, and Liam has a black one."

"Oh yeah. I've seen Liam's, I think."

"My mom used to sing this song to us when we
were kids called 'Little Birds.' It was by this artist she was
obsessed with from the UK. Fontanne was her name."

"Oh, I know Fontanne. She's got that New
Year's Eve song they play nonstop. Didn't she pass away?"

"That's her. 'One More New Year's Eve' is the
song. It was released after she died of anorexia. Anyway, my mom
loved her and played her constantly, so the year Jake and I turned
sixteen — Liam was eighteen, she got us matching tattoos. Sappy, I
know, but I'm glad we have them now that I'm the most popular
orphan in Clifden."

"I hear you. Try being the only black man in
Alston, and I'm not even popular."

Wil left the Pottery Shed with a brown bag, a
scalloped bowl, paisley stickers on tissue paper and a flyer from
the clinic. He opened the car door. "I'll make sure Amanda pays you
for this." He shook his head. "Merry Christmas."

"It's on the house. Merry Christmas, and come
back in 2000 with your guitar!"

* * *

Friday, December 31, 1999 - Millennium New Year's
Eve - Eight Days Later

It was 7:15 p.m., and Patty Dawson, still
chewing her last appetizer, sat with a glass of rosé at a VIP table
in the Clifden Civic Complex. She scrunched up her cocktail napkin
and threw it under the table, a dozen shrimp tails scattering on
the floor at her feet. She had friends who went to Vancouver,
Montreal, London and New York to bring in the new millennium, yet
here she was, the celebrity host of New Year's Eve in small-town
Ontario.

Patty's morning radio show, Patty D in the
AM, on CXFO55 Beechworth FM, was the most popular in the area, with
listeners from every demographic. She was a local personality; a
big fish gasping for breath in this small pond tonight.

She felt destined for greatness as a young
woman but continued to flop. An aspiring actress who didn't pass
auditions; a model who stood five-foot-three. She applied for job
after job at MuchMusic but never received a call-back. All of that
landed her here tonight, surrounded by plastic wine glasses,
farmers and glitter.

After dinner, a few minutes before nine
o'clock, she would introduce the dignitaries; the pot-bellied
director of the Chicken Breeders of Ontario, the creepy pastor from
Clifden Baptist Church and the windbag Mayor of Middlesex Centre.
She could barely endure being in her chair, but still, she smiled
wide, as she had trained herself to do.

"Excuse me," she said to the table, escaping
to the ladies' room.

The draughty foyer had a few exhibits. "Oh,
thank God," she cried when she saw Aidan Scott arranging the booth
for the Conwy Eating Disorders Clinic. "Oh, you're a sight for sore
eyes!"

In her opinion, he was just that, standing in
his grey suit and striped tie. She had been to a few parties with
Aidan, Liam and Jake, thrown by Liam's clients from the gym. The
trio had also dropped into her boozy bashes but never stayed long.
Patty was fifty-seven years old but not shy with young men, and the
people of southwestern Ontario were well aware of what some might
say were impressive extracurricular activities.

"Hey, Patty. Liam's going to show up at some
point tonight. He can be our reinforcement."

"He better. What kind of New Year's Eve is
this on the brink of a new millennium? Oh, this is pretty." She
picked up a tile with a small bird painted on it. "It matches those
tattoos you guys have."

"I guess it sort of does," said Aidan, with a
tone that said it really didn't. "Why don't you buy it? We're
tonight's official 1999 New Year's Eve charity!"

"Oh shit, my dinner will be up!" The tile
dropped with a clunk on the clinic's display. "See you later!"

"Not if I see you first."

"Oh, you!"

Patty flew into the dining hall, where three
old men stood to pull out her chair. She yanked hard on the
waistband of her control top pantyhose before she took a seat. The
table was full of local chatter—a farm for sale on Mile Seven Line
and some talk of a dry summer.

After the main course, Patty skipped the
cheesecake and snuck out for a cigarette smiling at an event
coordinator who nodded as she motioned with her hand — five
minutes. She wore a cardigan meant to hide her pudgy arms under a
coat too light for a night this cold. With a belly full of wine and
a nose full of coke, she headed out the door. Biting wind whipped
in circles from the open field behind the building. She stood
shivering in the shelter between delivery vehicles, a garbage
dumpster, and the brick wall. Maybe the year 2000 would be a good
one to quit smoking. There was a noise, the sound of boots in snow,
and she turned her head.

"Oh! You startled me, you devil!"

* * *

Detective Inspector Wil Waterman wasn't
exactly Mr. New Year's Eve at the best of times. This year, with
his painful split from his wife Kathleen and not seeing much of his
boy Cameron, the idea of extra millennium partying didn't interest
him, so instead, he offered to work. That meant his shift would
consist of countless drunks trying to get home in a town with one
cab company; one cab. Boozers with short memories about the toll
drinking and driving can take on a community, most of them living
in Clifden back when Rosanna Scott killed herself, her husband, and
Ted Lyman's wife and daughter in the middle of an average sunny day
in May. At over three times the legal limit, she could have killed
Aidan as well.

Still, the townsfolk seemed to think this
could never happen to them; that's where Wil would come in.
Patrolling the country roads for the next few hours, not so much to
lay charges but to make sure everyone got to their homes without
harm. Once the party at the Civic Complex ended, he would be a busy
man.

He was contemplating a trip through the Tim
Hortons drive-thru when his radio crackled, and a call came in.

A young woman's voice said, "We've just heard
from the Civic Complex. They think they've lost someone."

"I'm on my way," he said, then to himself,
"Let the drunks begin."

Less than five minutes later, Wil pulled up
under the overhang in front of the building. Aidan met him at the
front door.

"Hey, Happy New Year, what's up?" asked
Wil.

"Happy New Year. Sorry to call you if this is
nothing. It's Patty Dawson. She agreed to be the emcee tonight, and
we all saw her earlier, but now she's gone and we can't find
her."

"How much did she have to drink?" Wil flipped
to a new page in his notebook. He knew Patty by reputation and that
was plenty for him to draw a few conclusions.

"She seemed a little tipsy but not drunk when
I saw her. You know, she was a bit amorous."

"How long has she been gone?" asked Wil.

"It's not so much about how long. I mean, she
was at my booth about an hour ago. It's more that she's supposed to
be the announcer tonight. She's the host. Why drive from Beechworth
to Clifden to emcee and then leave? It doesn't make sense."

Wil considered this. "She may be higher than
a kite and has lost track of time. Has anyone checked The Duke? Can
you call over there while I have a look around here? I want to make
sure she isn't sick on the bathroom floor, or maybe fallen outside,
or something."

Aidan went to the courtesy desk in the main
Civic Complex office and called Ted to ask if Patty might be at the
pub. After four rings, Ted Lyman answered the phone impatiently.
"The Duke." The background noise in the bar made it difficult to
hear.

"Hey Ted, it's Aidan; you haven't seen Patty
Dawson, have you? She's supposed to be emceeing over here tonight,
but we've lost her."

Ted softened a little. "No, she's not here. I
wouldn't worry too much, though. She's a bit of a free spirit if
you know what I mean, and it's New Year's Eve of the millennium,
don't forget. Some of my staff didn't show up for their shift
tonight either. People go kinda crazy."

"That's true, but we'd like to know where she
is, all the same. Can you call over here if you see her? Thanks,
Ted."

Aidan hung up the phone and as he walked back
into the lobby, one of the party organizers came out of the main
hall with two slices of cheesecake balanced on cups of coffee and
set them next to him.

"Thanks, Phyllis. I'll make sure Wil gets
this." She scanned the room, eyes darting around for signs of
Patty, as you might if a chipmunk had raced in the backdoor and was
now, at any moment, going to come scooting out from under the couch
over your bare toes.

The unpredictable Patty may have ditched the
event, but who did she leave with? Likely some guy. Her car was
still parked at the Civic Complex. Handing Wil the cheesecake,
Aidan said, "I'll go downstairs and check with the band to see if
they've seen her."

"Thanks. If she hasn't turned up, we'll file
a missing person's report in twenty-four hours. Odds are she will
come crawling out of some corner of Middlesex county about noon
tomorrow like most people here. I'm sure she's fine."

Wil watched Aidan's expression change and
turned around. Right behind him stood his ex-wife Kathleen with a
man old enough to be her father. He was tall, white, and wealthy,
judging by his suit. His hair dyed black like a vampire.

"Where's Cameron?" Wil asked without saying
hello.

"He's at my sister's place. This is Steve.
Steve, this is Wil."

"That's a splendid boy you have," Steve
chimed in.

Wil walked away without replying.

"Sorry about that. I saw them when they were
right behind you," said Aidan.

"It's okay. I'm going to have to get used to
looking at my replacement."

* * *

The microphone squealed in the main hall. "My
name is Marg. Well, you all know that!" said the chairperson of the
New Year's Eve committee as she bumbled through the introductions
while volunteers gossiped in the halls about Patty, telling each
other every seedy tidbit they knew about her, and fabricating the
rest. Aidan slipped behind the black curtain side stage and ran
down the beige linoleum steps to the basement dressing rooms.

Below the ballroom and the rinks was a hive
sitting in darkness and lit solely by exit signs. Aidan had roamed
these halls for decades and knew them well. A dozen metal doors,
each with a small window, were all locked. Around the corner, in a
corridor glaring with banks of fluorescent lighting, he found the
band.

Clifden had hosted a few big names over the
years at the Fall Carnival, mostly country acts, and below ground,
the dressing rooms were small but ample.

Sticking his head in the doorway, Aidan
addressed a man moving a guitar case with a sticker on it that said
'Anderson.' "Hey, you haven't seen Patty Dawson, have you? She's
the emcee. She's nowhere to be found."

Another man was sitting on a plaid couch,
humming and playing guitar. He looked up. "Nope. Maybe she's with
Shelby." He shook his head.

"What do you mean?"

"Shelby Anderson, our singer, wasn't feeling
well at soundcheck. So I figure it's millennium flu, not to worry,
we've got this if she doesn't show. We can all sing."

His bandmate snickered, "Millennium
flew-the-coop is more like it. The show must go on."

"The show must go on, even if Anderson is
Anderson-less," echoed the guitar player and went back to his
song.

Aidan knew Shelby the way he knew almost
everyone from neighbouring communities. She was from Bibury, a
predominantly Irish agricultural town of about four thousand
people, steeped in a history of the railroad and a lucrative legend
involving bloody massacres. They went to the same high school, and
she often drove the fifteen-minute trip to Clifden to sing at The
Duke, so he had seen her perform several times. Should he tell the
musicians about The Studio Barn opening in March? He felt awkward,
given the whole room knew that Patty had evaporated into thin
air.

Wil was in the Civic Complex office,
preparing to call the Beechworth Police Service to request they
check Patty's home. He reassured Aidan. "Between you and me, I'm
not too worried. She wouldn't want to be here on New Year's Eve,
not Patty Dawson."

"She did mention that a few times."

By ten-fifteen, the band was on stage, and
people were dancing and celebrating, so Aidan packed up his clay
tiles and loaded them and the clinic banners in his van.

As he was leaving, he heard a woman's voice
shouting obscenities. It was Liam's date, Sarah. They were
jittering in the freezing wind, facing each other in front of the
Civic Complex, her in the tiniest dress. This was a scene that had
become synonymous with Liam Tamblyn — him standing boldly in the
crippling blare of a beautiful woman's wrath. Aidan found it
amusing as he watched his friend storm off, get in his Tamblyn Tree
Farm van and drive out of the parking lot toward home.

Sarah was still cursing at full volume. It
was something you could count on with Liam; women loved to hate
him.

"New Year's Eve in Clifden, Ontario," Aidan
thought. He moved his van over to The Duke, humming, 'One More New
Year's Eve', and shaking his head at the chaos of it all. He would
see Liam later.

* * *

Despite the cold temperatures, the car was
warm, and Wil used his teeth to pull his gloves off one finger at a
time. He wished he was home right now. Would a bowl of popcorn, a
cold beer and a New Year's countdown have been so awful? More
drunks would be on the way, and he hoped soon to have a report from
the Beechworth Police Service telling him of Patty's
whereabouts.

He heard static on his radio. "We're
reporting a missing woman in Clifden; please respond."

"Thanks, I know. I've got it. She's a radio
personality from the city. The Beechworth Police Service is looking
into it. Patty Dawson from 82 Tottenham Drive, Beechworth. We're on
the lookout for her."

The dispatcher crackled, "Hold on. Yes, I see
that one, but this one is different. This is Donna Hale from 916
Byron Avenue, Clifden. Her sister's at Donna's house right now
looking for her, but she's not there."

He thought for a second. Donna? "Tell her I'm
on my way."

Wil, like everyone in Clifden, knew Donna
Hale. She worked at the Foodstore and spent her days talking
nonstop to customers about her cat, Smokey. Donna grew African
Violets and taught children's programs at the Catholic Church. She
wasn't the kind of person anyone would believe might party hard on
New Year's Eve, so he doubted this was connected to the
ever-lively, night-life-loving Patty Dawson.

He drove through the main street and turned
right on Byron Avenue, between The Duke and the gas station. While
losing track of Patty hadn't shaken him much, Donna, the
60-odd-year-old, grey permed, cat adoring dynamo who knew
everyone's business, gone missing? That seemed strange.

* * *

Around 1:00 a.m., as Wil filled out two
reports about the misplaced women and called in the details to the
regional Ontario Police Service office in Beechworth, he wondered
if they should be declared officially missing. Two women gone in a
community of under twenty-five hundred people seemed significant,
but his training told him they would turn up. Still, not knowing
Donna's whereabouts did trouble him.

He heard his radio crackle again. Shouldn't
people be in bed by now? He knew he wanted to be. The dispatcher's
voice filled the car. "We've got another missing woman."

His shoulders tensed.

"Wil?"

"Yes, okay, who? Who's missing now?"

"Her name is Aretta Bahar. Do you know
her?"

"Yes. She's a young girl who works at The
Duke of York."

"That's the one. She didn't show up for her
shift. Her parents are frantic. They live off Mile Two Line, south
of where you are now."

"I know them. I'll head right over."

Aretta Bahar was the teenager who came out
against Ted Lyman's son, Terry, with the accusation of indecent
exposure. She's the reason he went to prison the last time. Wil was
having difficulty getting a deep breath. What was going on?

A narrow gravel drive led to the Bahar's
Queen Anne-style home, and he stepped out of the car into the cold.
The bitter wind was lashing at his face; he barely noticed, his
nerves now ragged.

* * *

Shelby Anderson, Vocalist, Thirty Years Old -
Missing Twelve Hours

Shelby Anderson opened her eyes, her head
pounding. She lifted her hand in front of her face but saw nothing.
Where the hell was she? Was it New Year's Eve? She should be
singing at the Civic Complex with her band, 'Anderson.' She had no
idea what time it was. Did she miss the gig?

She spread her arms out on a pillowed
surface, soft and comfortable. A bed of some kind, close to the
floor. A mattress. Sliding off and across the carpet, she met a
wall. Moving her hands up and down and around; a handle. It must be
a way out. She fumbled, disoriented and groggy, full of fear,
confused. The door was locked. In her fog, she remembered
something, and with her back to the door, she felt under her shirt.
She had taped a small knife there inside its leather sheath before
leaving Bibury this morning. Her dad had insisted on it, just in
case.

On Halloween, at The Duke, she had met a man
and refused his advances. Over the last few weeks, he had called
her, hung up, called her again, hung up, day after day, uttering
threats. He must be the one who kidnapped her. Who else could it
be? She couldn't remember.

The stubborn adhesive tore at her skin, and
she winced a little as she pulled the knife from her breasts. Her
mind was just keen enough to know that the weapon and rolled-up
tape should go under the mattress. It all needed to be hidden for
when her captor came back. If he searched, undressed or raped her,
it needed to be close by, but not on her body. The knife might be
the only way out. Fumbling in the darkness, she wondered if anyone
knew she was gone.

"They must know," she thought, "The band will
have called the police by now. They'll contact my dad, and he'll
tell them who took me. He knows, so try to stay calm, Shelby," she
told herself. "That's your best chance out of here."

Sobbing, cross-legged on the floor, hands
shaking, she felt again for the knife, like it might have
disappeared in the ninety seconds since she checked it last. Just
then, a small red light embedded in the door appeared. She crawled
over closer and saw a rigid mesh cage protecting it. The tiny glow
allowed her to identify shadows in the room. Was it a video camera
shining a red beam?

She exaggerated her grogginess and crawled
back onto the mattress. She would need to be vigilant now. Could he
see her? Was the camera there for a later date when he would hurt
her? Maybe he wanted a recording so he could revisit his violence.
Was it a microphone or a speaker? Her heart was pounding in her
throat. It was clear that she wasn't alone. He was with her.

* * *

Saturday, January 1, 2000 - New Year's Day

At 7:00 a.m. on New Year's Day, Wil Waterman
called Amanda Maxwell.

"Hi, Amanda? It's Wil," his voice was
husky.

The Ontario Police Service had notified him
in the night that she would be his partner for the case, and he was
relieved to hear her voice on the other end of the phone.

"I've heard—three missing women. I'm grabbing
a bite of breakfast, and I'll be on my way to you. Get a shower and
fry some eggs. I suspect we have a long day coming. Have you
slept?"

"I got about two hours," he said. "All night,
I was trying to figure out where to look for these women and how
they're connected. The folks at the Civic Complex said we can set
up an office in the back by the small loading area. That will keep
us away from the figure skaters and hockey dads. It's not large,
but it's big enough for a desk, and we can use a few separate rooms
for interviews. It'll do.”

He heard Amanda's cereal hitting the bowl as
he filled her in.

"The Civic Complex will stay closed until the
forensics team from Beechworth has examined the site. When it
reopens, we'll have the public enter through the door on the east
side of the building so we can use the lobby and our makeshift
office area. Come in through the loading dock when you arrive. It's
north of the door where Patty was last seen. I have sealed that one
off with tape. Bring a sweater with you; it's damn cold in here."
Wil took a sip of his coffee. "I don't know how this happened."

"Yes, well, Happy New Year. If this sets the
tone of the millennium, we may be in trouble. At least the phones
have dial tones and coffee makers switched on this morning. The
doomsday theorists are out of work for another thousand years. I'll
meet you at the Civic Complex in about an hour. Don't worry. Three
women disappearing in a town the size of Clifden won't be hard to
find
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