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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      This was the place. The Terraces apartments.

      Detective Jean McCall pulled her unmarked police car in front of the puke-yellow, stucco building and climbed out, fighting the afternoon’s gusty October wind. Overhead, rain-heavy clouds swallowed the rags-of-blue sky before clotting against the Coastal mountains like foam on a polluted river. A few gritty raindrops spattered her face and buzz-cut blond hair. Great. Vancouver needed more rain like it needed another murder. She shrugged her raincoat higher around her neck. Today was one of the days she was weary of both.

      The last time she’d been at this address, it had been seven years ago, for a burning death. An old man with Alzheimer’s was curled on his bed, dead of smoke inhalation after placing dirty socks in a pot over a functioning hot plate. Smoke alarms had saved the building, but the old gentleman had never woken.

      A shiver passed through her as she headed around the car, away from Broadway’s streaming traffic into the almost impenetrable walls of dead cedar and slick-leafed rhododendron that encroached on the Terrace’s sidewalk. At least Mom wasn’t as far gone as that dead old man. Mom still knew how to use a stove, though yesterday Jean had taken a compassionate day after her mother had fallen and bruised her hip over the weekend. Thankfully, this morning Mom had seemed her old bossy self and had encouraged—no, make that ordered—Jean to go in to work.

      Still had to be in charge. That was Mom.

      Jean remembered the old case very well—thanks to Mom’s mnemonic trick of the memory palace. It seemed ironic, now  that Mom’s memories were slipping away.

      A uniformed officer stepped out the building’s glass door. To his left, under the overgrown rhododendrons, cardboard layers on the ground showed where one of the city’s homeless had sheltered.

      The officer was baby-faced and probably hadn’t been on the job much longer than the sodden cardboard had been under the bushes.

      Jean stuck out her hand. “McCall. Major Crimes. You rang?”

      The youngster—G. Strand by the name on his breast pocket—shook her hand and his head. “My training officer told me to wait here and guard the perimeter.”

      She nodded. It was typical move to keep the new guy from contaminating the scene.

      “I heard you speak during basic training—about memory. You talked about your memory palace and how the greatest gift we can give the victims is the accurate recollection of the scene and the evidence. I’m trying to learn. To get better.”

      “It’ll pay off for you. Taking good notes will help your recollections until you get your memory trained.” She smiled encouragement, even though she felt anything but when her view inside the entrance was blocked by a slew of yellowing missing person posters pasted on the dirty glass. Those who had disappeared in the city over the years left behind only memories and these heartbreakingly sad displays.

      “So what have we got?”

      “One body. One still alive—or he was.” His expression turned doubtful.

      “Guess I’d better take a look.” She eased past him through the door and into the typical miasma of marijuana, onions, garlic and urine. He stepped in behind her and closed the door against the wind.

      “Turn left just past the elevators,” the constable said. “It’s the last door on your right at the end of the hall.”

      Ground floor, then. Ease of access. Not one of the apartments that terraced down the hillside, nor the upper floors.

      “These doors kept locked?” She nodded at the glass doors.

      “Probably supposed to be, but the lock’s jammed.” He pulled the door open and closed a few times. “Guess someone got tired of looking for their keys.”

      Or something.

      Many feet had felted the hallway’s red carpet into shiny red-black. Poor fluorescent lighting flickered overhead. Five flimsy apartment doors stood closed to either side, though televisions blared inside. She’d have to remind everyone not to discuss the case in the hall.

      The last door on the right stood open, another uniformed officer at the door. He was slightly shorter than her five-foot-ten, with  fatigue lines around a knowing gaze that bespoke years of policing.

      “Bricker, right?” she asked as she came up to him. “Tell me.”

      “We got the call at fourteen-thirty hours. Anonymous, of course. The caller said there were people dying in the apartment. The caller had heard shouting and then silence.” Bricker shrugged. “I thought it was a domestic. Still might be for all I know.” He glanced over his shoulder into the dimly lit interior. The felted carpet continued, this time in stained gold that led down a brief hallway to where shadows moved in a source of light.

      “The place was locked so we had to wait for the building manager. Lives at the end of the hall. Says the tenant of record is an old guy named Frederick Worthy, but he has his son living with him. It was the smell that told me someone likely died. I sent Junior back to the car. After his first look inside I thought he might contaminate the scene with his lunch.

      “Dead guy’s an old man, tied to a chair and covered in blood. I figure that’s our tenant. A young man was on the floor. It looked like his head was bashed in, but he moved and scared the shit out of me.

      “The paramedics got here first and I tried to keep their damage to a minimum.” By the small shake of his head ‘a minimum’ wasn’t as good as he’d have liked. “Forensics and Coroner got here a few minutes ago. You’re the last.”

      “Nope. My new partner should be here soon. He had a meeting with the Inspector.” Tuttle, her past partner, usually beat her to the scene, but now she had to deal with some newbie-detective replacement. If he’d heard the rumors—and most everybody on the job had—he’d be no more anxious to work with her than she was to work with him.

      She thanked Bricker, slipped booties over her shoes and pulled on latex gloves.

      A potential domestic between grandfather and grandson. The violence between people who supposedly loved each other never ceased to amaze. There was no way she’d ever lash out at her mother even though it was stressful having Mom live with her. Hopefully, the investigation wouldn’t keep Jean too late. Being alone too long wasn’t good for Mom.

      She took a deep breath to center herself into complete objectivity and stepped inside. Entering the crime scene, she mapped it in her head, placing her observations as light standards and furnishings in the memory palace in her mind. As she’d said to the young officer’s Academy class, her accurate memories of the victim’s death scene were all that she could give to the dead. Understanding that scene was her best chance of finding the truth.

      Chill air in her face. The hallway’s scent of onions and marijuana faded. No spots of blood on the hallway floor, no scent of gunpowder, no scuff marks on the wall beyond the wear of years of shoulders rubbing the musty green wallpaper. Certainly, no sign of a scuffle or fight.

      She stopped in the hall to survey the room beyond and take notes. The air held the unpleasant abattoir funk of old blood, but fainter than she’d expected.

      Some of her fellow officers said it was hard for them to recall one crime scene from another, so many of these places looked the same—only the victims and the suspects changed. She never had that problem. Just as this was a different apartment in the Terraces, her memories were placed in a different wing in her ever-expanding memory palace, this one painted in shards of afternoon sunlight reflected in the gleaming knife blade.

      A small corner kitchen held a landline phone. A battered Formica table with two chairs sat under the window and an ancient, narrow couch slouched before a wall-mount TV. A low bookcase held an ancient boom box, equally ancient cassette tapes tidily stacked beneath it. Another hallway at the other end of the room presumably led to a bedroom and bathroom.

      The butcher knife stood impaled through faded jeans into the old man’s genitals. His clothed torso showed signs of multiple knife wounds. She could barely see the shirt fabric for the blood.

      Now there was a message. Multiple wounds spoke of rage. It could have sexual overtones given the placement of the knife. There were possibly elements of torture, too, given the victim was tied. But there was no guessing about cause of death. No need for a search warrant either.

      The dead man sat near the kitchen, the coroner crouched beside him. The couch had been shoved from the center of the room to allow the paramedics access to the second victim: a slim, male figure in jeans and a Rolling Stones hoodie sprawled on the floor, head swathed in dressings, oxygen mask covering his face. The paramedics carefully rolled the patient to one side to slip a backboard under him and then maneuvered him onto their waiting gurney. The pneumatic workings hissed as the stretcher rose and the paramedics wheeled it toward the door.

      Jean blocked them. “Anyone check for ID?”

      The paramedics shook their heads. So did the forensic crew documenting the deceased in the corner.

      She glanced at the living victim’s face.

      Impossible to see his features beneath the bandages and oxygen mask. She checked the hoodie pocket. No identification there.

      She patted his jeans’ front pockets. Nothing. Running her hands under his body, she found a bulge in the rear jeans pocket that turned out to be a smart phone inside a vinyl wallet. A small sleeve held a slim stash of cards and folded cash.

      The stretcher rattled past.

      “Wait. What hospital?”

      “Vancouver General.”

      They wheeled the clattering gurney out to the hall.

      The phone wallet held a credit card, a bank card and several customer cards in the name of Simon Worthy. Government of B.C ID showed a young male with an apologetic expression. He was dark-haired and olive-skinned like the old man. Given his birthdate, he was twenty-seven—thirteen-years her junior. The Terraces apartment was given as his address. She closed her eyes for a moment.

      As a very young child she’d supposedly had a stuffed bear she’d called Simon—at least that was what Mom had told her. Odd that the ID would bring that to mind, but she added his particulars to her memory palace, using a stuffed bear as her mnemonic.

      Frowning, she looked back at the dead man and let her surroundings sink in. Whatever the reason for the memory, it would come to her.

      It always did.
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      The white-clad forensic team shifted the couch back into its original position—judging by the deep indentations in the gold carpet. The crime scene photographer got to work photographing the dead man and the area where the young man had been. Technicians in their white suits and booties continued marking the bloody story and collecting what they found.

      Jean tucked the younger man’s ID and phone into an evidence bag and stuck it in her trench coat pocket, then picked her way around the edge of the room to the body. The white-clad coroner knelt beside it.

      “What have we got?”

      “Jean.” Dr. Philippe LaCroix heaved himself upright. He was a mountain of a man and a health nut instead of the stereotypical French Canadian you saw in the movies—slim, and cigarette-smoking. He was also unusual for being an actual physician in the coroner’s role. Most in the province were not M.D.s. While their mandate involved examining deaths such as those involving violence, unnatural deaths, and deaths in custody, coroners generally didn’t conduct medical examinations themselves.

      She nodded at the body. “So, what are you thinking?”

      LaCroix followed her gaze. “I wondered whether you would catch this case. You saw the second victim? One alive, one not so much. Or both not so much, judging by what I saw of the younger man. Head trauma.” He shook his head. “The coffee pot was the culprit, I believe.” He nodded to where the photographer was shooting a battered metal coffee pot that had rolled under the kitchen table. “Everything is weaponized these days.

      “This one—didn’t stand a chance against the assailant. He is perhaps late seventies or early eighties. The marks on his arms suggest whoever killed him overpowered him—but with a struggle.” He nodded down to where the old man’s forearms were exposed. Between the plastic bags the forensic team had placed over his hands, and his neatly folded-back shirt sleeves, deep blue bruises had had time to form on ropey forearms before the old man’s death.

      “He wasn’t killed immediately?”

      LaCroix nodded. “So it seems.”

      “Not an impulse killing, a crime of passion?”

      LaCroix studied the victim. “Not an accident if that’s what you are asking, but wouldn’t you say every murder has an element of passion? As for the impulse—they took the time to tie him up.” He cocked a questioning brow at her.

      She had to give him that.

      “How many wounds?” she asked, considering the carnage of the man’s chest and abdomen. She always reserved her last study for the victim’s face because she didn’t want her inspection of the crime coloured by any emotion she might read into the dead person’s features, even though the dead were technically devoid of emotion.

      “At least five from my cursory exam. Any of them would have been lethal to someone of this age and infirmity.”

      “Infirmity?”

      He motioned at the forearms again “Sarcopenia—loss of muscle mass. This man—I’d say he led a sedentary life now or did not eat particularly well. Possibly both, given his age. I suspect his legs are probably far worse.” He tipped his head at the far side of the table, where an unwheeled metal walker sat folded against the wall.

      “A sitting duck.” The deep male voice came from behind Jean.

      The stranger was taller than Jean by a good five inches, broad-shouldered, slim-hipped and with a close-cropped head of thick black hair that fit like a cap above an almost black gaze that carried a—not quite a smirk. Too many cocky young officers who thought they were God’s gift to policing had a similar look. Since the debacle with Tuttle, too many of those smirks were turned in her direction. His neatly pressed black trousers and leather car coat looked like they cost more than Jean’s clothes budget for the year. Great. From a partner who couldn’t keep his pants on to one who had too much money for a cop.

      She suppressed a sigh. Clearly this one had friends in high places to be in Major Crimes so young—what was he? Twenty-five? Thirty?

      “Detective Luke Edel. I’ll be your partner on this one.”

      Jean shook his hand, trying to be charitable. Just because Tuttle, her last charming partner, had screwed up, didn’t mean this one would.

      The crime scene booties he wore were a stark contrast to his rich-playboy clothing and probably covered designer shoes. Hell, the gloves probably covered manicured finger nails. Fighting her first impressions, she introduced him to Lacroix.

      “To catch you up, victim two, Simon Worthy, has been taken to VGH with severe head trauma, probably caused by the coffee pot there.” She pointed it out. “He was alive when the paramedics left. This is Vic 1. I’m assuming he’s the tenant of record, one Frederick Worthy. Possibly grandfather of Vic 2.” She swung back to LaCroix.

      “You said the victim wouldn’t have been able to fight off his attacker very well.” She finally looked at the victim’s face—wide mouth in horrible rictus grin that sent a brief shiver up her back but, surprisingly, elicited none of the pity for the victim she usually felt. Odd.

      His square jaw was covered in sagging, lined skin. He had a blunt nose, turned up slightly at the tip, that age had swollen and started sagging. A frozen brown gaze, already milked over, looked out from under a heavy brow. If anything, his face suggested he was someone she wouldn’t like—an unprofessional response she needed to get under control. She glanced back at LaCroix. “What else?”

      LaCroix’s gaze flitted from Jean to Edel and back again. “Not a lot until we get the autopsy. Except I’d guess he’s been dead about twelve hours. The only thing stopping this room from reeking and being full of flies is the temperature. Did you notice? It can’t be much warmer than outside.”

      She nodded. And if he’d been dead that long, then the neighbour had waited a heck of a long time before calling the department. If a neighbour made the call.

      Jean edged past Edel to check the thermostat.

      “Turned off,” she said, more conscious of the cold she’d felt upon entering the apartment. It seeped under her coat and turtleneck sweater. With the storms of late fall on their way, why would anyone turn off the heat? Unless the killer didn’t want his victims to be found…

      “We need the thermostat printed.”

      One of the Forensic team nodded. “Along with the rest of the room and the coffee pot.”

      “Anyone check the rest of the apartment?”

      The Forensic team leader glanced at her again. “A quick look. Didn’t look like it was directly involved in the scene.”

      “We’ll take a look.” She thanked LaCroix and hooked her head at Edel before edging around the room to the interior hall. Edel was bent over the boom box and tapes.

      “You looking for musical accompaniment?” Jean bit her tongue at the snark in her voice.

      Edel jerked upright. “Just seeing what his tastes were. Country. Older stuff like Jennings, Nelson and so on.”

      She rubbed her brow. “Sorry. I’m clearly not great at changing partners.”

      Like the front hallway, this hall looked undisturbed. Same worn carpet, same once-flocked green wallpaper.

      “What do you see?” she asked Edel who was breathing uncomfortably close as he peered over her shoulder. He wore musky aftershave that was more than a tad too potent given how the cold air had eroded the crime scene’s scents. She was going to have to tell him to quit wearing it if they were going to work together.

      “No marks or scrapes on the walls or carpet. Doesn’t look like the victims were dragged from down here.”

      The man clearly wasn’t a fool, but then how many fools made it into Major Crime? Up until recently she’d have said none. But then Tuttle had shown even the great ones could be fools at times.

      The first door gave onto a small Pepto-Bismol pink bathroom with a chipped porcelain sink and stained-yellow toilet missing its seat. A small medicine cabinet hung on the wall. The scent of old urine permeated the room—probably from the yellow stains on the floor. She nodded Edel inside—seniority had its perks—and continued on to the furthest door. Tuneless whistling came from the bathroom.

      A whistler. Kill her now.

      The door pushed open to reveal a tiny bedroom with a single window. Ancient blinds futilely tried to block the remaining daylight but placed broken bars of sunlight across a closet door. When she flicked the switch, a single bare lightbulb painted everything the colour of stained teeth.

      The air carried the odor of unwashed bedding. A neatly made double bed was pushed into the corner by the window, a scarred bed table to one side. The closet door hung partially open, revealing a few plaid shirts and a pair of jeans hanging from contorted wire hangers. A pair of shoes on the floor. An old army surplus jacket. Nothing on the shelf above the clothes. An equally scarred wood dresser stood propped against one wall, its top holding only a simple comb placed precisely in the centre. Above it hung a cheap print of a log cabin by a lake, that vaguely reminded of her of the town where she was born. Probably the old man’s room. The only other adornments were three small photographs tucked into the print’s frame.

      She leaned in to study them. Two were faded black-and-white. The first blurry image was of a young man, bare-chested, posing muscle-beach-style on a lakeside beach. Behind him were two small, blurry blond children building something in the sand. His children? It looked like a lovely family scene. A memory that the old man could be reminded of each morning. She glanced back at the bed. If his eyesight was reasonable, he’d have seen the photos from there.

      The second image was newer, of children in a school yard. A blur at one edge suggested it had been taken through a chain link fence. Grandchildren? The last photo, most recent and the only one in colour, was of a young man in a Starbucks uniform: possibly the second victim.

      The first dresser drawer yielded threadbare cotton underthings and neatly folded socks, along with a wallet and bank book. She flipped the wallet open and found a worn Social Insurance card and provincial identification with the old man’s unsmiling face squinting out at her. Frederick Worthy, age eight-two—the same age as Mom. But unlike Mom, Frederick Worthy seemed quite capable of keeping order in his world. Something about his unfriendly expression made her gut clench, but then people who are hated enough to be tied up and killed are rarely nice people. She filed that to consider later.

      The bank book said he was broke. There were regular government pension deposits, but little else. How did people survive on so little? A quick search of the other drawers revealed well-worn cotton sweaters and a stack of ancient porn magazines. The age of the man didn’t seem to matter—they were obsessed with young women’s bodies from the womb to the coffin.

      She tugged open the bedside table drawer to reveal a well-worn bible. The vic was religious? That might be something.

      The bible was the kind found in church pews and homeless missions. The embossed cross on the cover had long ago lost its gold. Inside the cover she found hand-written lists that looked like genealogical notations. She scanned down the names but didn’t find any others named Worthy.

      Secondhand?

      She closed the bible and then opened her hands allowing the pages to fall open where they would. Often reading the most-read passage told her something about the person.

      The bible opened to an extra page on which were taped snips of hair of various colours. It took a moment to understand.

      Trophies?

      The room turned colder.

      Innate caution suggested her snap assessment spoke more to how jaded she’d become…

      The hair was as likely to be mementoes of children and grandchildren. There’d been those photos. Hell, at age 82 there could be great grandchildren.

      She snapped the bible closed and placed it in an evidence bag.

      A quick check of the bed, running her hands between the mattress and box spring, produced nothing. She was just shoving the bed back against the wall when Edel’s whistling came from the hallway. This time it wasn’t tuneless.

      She whirled around, just as Edel stuck his head in.

      “Anything?”

      “What the heck are you whistling?”

      “Willie Nelson. You were always on my mind. The cassette was in the living room.”

      “If we’re going to be partners, you should know I don’t like country music and that particular song more than most.” Enough said. She turned away. “The guy was a pauper. Nothing here would give an obvious reason for murder." He might not have much, but he clearly took care of what he had. “You find anything?”

      “The usual old man pills and hemorrhoid ointment. Blood pressure, that sort of thing.”

      She cocked a brow at him.

      “No guns or drugs behind the toilet if that’s what you’re asking. The other bedroom was clear, too.”

      “Clear?” Clear was a term used when checking for armed suspects. “We’re not checking for guns or drugs. We’re trying to get a read on the victims to understand who might have killed them.”

      She stepped past Edel into the second bedroom. Compared to the old man’s room it was—bedlam. Mattress on the floor, covers an unmade tangle. The reek of old socks overcame the chill air. Mounds of jeans, t-shirts and boxer underwear on the floor. No dresser. No bedside table. Just overstuffed cardboard boxes teetering against one wall.

      Images cut from magazines were taped to the walls and ceiling: piano players Jean didn’t recognize other than age-yellowed shots of a young Billy Joel and Elton John. A timeless shot of Jennifer Lopez had pride of place over the mattress. In the midst of the chaos, a circle of cleared space haloed an electronic keyboard.

      “A musician,” she said.

      “Agreed.”

      She crossed to the equipment. Yamaha. The same as the piano she had at home. It looked new or newish and cared for, unlike anything else in the room.

      “You find anything in here that connects our victim to music schools or venues?”

      “Business cards and stuff in that box.” Edel lifted his chin at a cardboard box closest to the keyboard.

      “You went through all these boxes?” No way in hell that was possible.

      “Gave them a good look.”

      In other words, he’d opened the tops and glanced inside.

      “We’ll take them all down to the station. Get a better sense of our living victim—if he lives.”

      Edel nodded. “Agreed. It’s more likely that the younger victim’s actions brought all this down on the two of them.”

      She might agree except for the violence against Frederick Worthy. “Speaking of our living victim, why don’t you head over to VGH and see how he’s doing? Get the doctor’s prognosis and, if it looks like he’s going to make it, how soon they think he’ll be able to talk. When you get back to the office, apply for a warrant and have the tech team download the victim’s phone contacts and messages.” She handed him the phone. “I’ll finish off here.”

      When he left, she sagged against the wall. Was this her penance for having turned in Tuttle? She’d thought that Inspector Wunder was her ally. Why would he partner her with someone like Edel?

      It took her twenty minutes to search the chaos properly. When she was done she had to admit that Edel was probably right. There was nothing in the boxes other than clothes, business cards, the bits and bobs of a person’s life, and old Rolling Stone magazines. A wad of bank deposit slips under the mattress showed irregular deposits that would be in keeping with a musician’s income.

      She committed the room to memory and her notebook, and took a few photos with her phone, then retreated to the scene of the carnage. Frederick Worthy’s body was gone. The technicians were packing up.

      “Sorry to do this to you,” she told them, “but I need the two back bedrooms and the bathroom processed, too. There might be prints.” She listed the belongings to be packed up and transported.

      The technicians groaned. She left them to it, taking the old man’s bible and wallet in their bags. At the door, Constable Bricker’s fatigue reflected exactly how she felt. The blood. The inhumanity. The futility of cases like this, where there was so little to go on. It bloomed like a darkness that could consume any officer. God knew she’d suffered that darkness. And the self-medication.

      She smiled briefly at Bricker. “Sorry. They’ll be a while, yet.”

      Maybe Frederick Worthy wasn’t as thoroughly unpleasant as her first impression suggested. There was only one way to find out.

      “I’m off to canvass the neighbours.”
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      With a sigh of relief Jean finally pulled in to her small Langley home at nine pm. After a day like today the thirty-two kilometres separating her home from her Vancouver squad room weighed like a millstone around her neck. She told people the commute was only 20 minutes, but that expanded to an hour and a half during rush hour, and if there was an accident, all bets were off.

      Her coworkers had suggested she sell and move closer, but she couldn’t do it. In the midst of the rampant development overtaking the area, she was the guardian of the ten-acre plot of tall cedar, hemlock and Douglas fir that surrounded her snug little rancher, and of the small animals and birds that shared the land. Where would they go if this last bastion of trees was cut down?

      Her house was a 1950s survivor that was a little down on its luck. It had been run down before she bought it, and so far her life had kept it in an increasing state of stress-inducing disrepair. If she wasn’t so tired most of the time, she’d be frustrated…maybe even angry. She pulled her Subaru into the dark carport and sighed again. Mom had once more forgotten to turn on the outdoor motion detection lights.

      Cedar and damp soil perfumed the chill air as she let herself in the kitchen door. Though the lights were on, the house was unusually silent.

      “Hey, Mom! I’m home!” She fought to sound cheery, when all she really wanted was a bit of food and sleep. Mom had been on her own all day and was probably itching for a little conversation. She toed off her ankle boots and hung her coat on the hook by the door.

      Mom didn’t answer.

      The kitchen was the same tired, out of fashion, room she’d left that morning—no pots on the stove, no dishes in the sink. Not even crumbs on the counter. No sign at all that Mom had made herself something to eat during the day.

      “Mom?”

      Still nothing.

      Panic and exhaustion simultaneously burned through Jean. God help her if Mom had fallen—or left the house again. The last time she’d gotten lost. Searching alone, Jean had been on the verge of calling the police when she’d spotted Mom sitting in a local park. She’d said she went for a walk, and got upset when Jean showed her concern. It wasn’t clear whether she could have found her way home.

      “Mom?” She abandoned her gym bag on the counter and fumbled for the light switch to the next room.

      The reading lamp suddenly blazed by the brick fireplace that filled one living room wall.

      Mom scowled disapproval from her seat in Jean’s black leather chair, amid purple crocheted florets from Mom’s favourite throw. Once she had been a vibrant woman whose presence filled any room she entered, and her white-blonde hair and lush figure overwhelmed the world around her. She’d held sway over her daughters with stories of her glamorous younger life. But that had been years ago. Time enough for Jean to realize that many of the tales were exaggerations, but it didn’t matter. The tales were part of the tapestry that made up Edith McCall.

      Now Mom’s hair hung in sad grey strings around sunken shoulders, because “short hair is for old women.” The stories now were mostly angry, mumbled half-memories that left Jean yearning for the far-fetched tales of old. The striking figure had sagged into a past-its-prime melon, stuffed into a pair of pilling grey trousers and a striped sweater Jean had tried to throw away on numerous occasions.

      “Mom!” Jean caught her mother’s gnarled hands, her fingers automatically finding the small mole on the left wrist. Jean had one just like it. “You scared me when you didn’t answer.”

      Mom pulled her hands away.

      “I didn’t know it was you, did I? It could have been anyone! Someone come to steal me. Men do that, you know.”

      Jean closed her eyes, the subsiding panic swallowed by her overwhelming fatigue. She swayed where she knelt. “But it is me, Mom. You recognized my voice, didn’t you? Would you like me to play you some music?” She glanced over at the aging piano, Mom’s most treasured possession, that had usurped Jean’s library corner.

      Mom kept her face turned aside. Even the offer of piano music wasn’t going to placate her today. Jean stood and the world tilted momentarily. She grabbed the back of the chair.

      “The kitchen is very tidy,” she said. “Thank you. Have you eaten dinner?”

      Her mother gave a miniscule nod. “I had eggs.”

      A sick feeling gelled in Jean’s stomach. They’d had eggs together for breakfast. With a sigh, she headed back to the kitchen. “I’m going to make soup. Would you like some?”

      There was silence from the chair, its smooth black leather barely showing through the vitriolic purple throw. It was the best piece of furniture in the house—or certainly the most expensive, but she hadn’t sat in it for three years. Not since Mom moved in.

      Jean pulled the curtains over the front window and retreated to the kitchen. She’d meant to make chicken soup last weekend to sustain her and her mom through the week. As usual, it hadn’t come to fruition, this time due to Mom’s fall. The two of them had spent the weekend in Langley General Hospital Emergency. By the time her poor mother was released, she’d gone twenty-four hours without any sleep and was almost incoherent. At home, Edith had resisted going to bed and had wandered around the house. She’d thought a stranger had broken in, and had been so terrified she failed to recognize Jean.

      A can of beef barley soup came easily to hand from the cupboard and Jean resignedly plopped the less than appealing contents into a pot on the stove. Mom had seemed better this morning—or as good as it seemed she was going to get. For a moment grief- and fatigue-fueled tears threatened until Jean swiped at her eyes. She was being stupid. This was what happened with dementia. You learned to live with it.

      She stirred the pot. Who was she kidding?

      Alzheimer’s and dementia were eroding the strong-willed, vibrant person her mother had been. Of course, three years ago she’d fought Jean over leaving her small rural cottage east of Langley, but now she no longer remembered things day-to-day. The woman who’d always remembered trivia was being detached from her past. How must it feel to float in a sea of memories that she couldn’t quite grasp? To exist daily in a space she didn’t recognize?

      Overwhelming, certainly. Terrifying, most probably.

      At least some of the time. The rest she was angry at the unfairness of the disease, and showed it, and Jean couldn’t blame her.

      The soup steamed. Jean filled a chipped floral bowl and a sturdy red mug. She returned to the living room and set up a TV tray for Mom, setting the steaming bowl before her.

      “It’s hot, so be careful.” She settled in the hard Ikea armchair across from Mom. A fire would be nice, but at this point she was too damned tired to lay one. One day she’d have a gas fireplace, so she could turn it on at the flick of a switch.

      It was an idea, anyway, though she’d probably miss the scent of burning wood.

      Mom eyed the bowl and then leaned forward to sniff. She picked up her spoon and tried the soup with a slurp. She began to eat in earnest, clearly hungry.

      Damn and damn and damn and damn. There was food in the kitchen. The cupboards were full of soup, canned spaghetti and stew, easy to prepare. Clearly, Mom could no longer manage even that.

      That was new. In the past Mom had always been self-sufficient—at least at home. The hospital had given Jean a number to call for assistance, but she hadn’t seen the need. She and Mom could manage just fine—just as they had all their lives. But this new change, forgetting to eat, meant arrangements would need to be made, starting with someone to care for Mom tomorrow. And for all the days after that. At least she had the phone number the hospital had provided—if she could find it again.

      She rubbed her head, trying to remember where she’d put the piece of paper Sunday evening, in the midst of trying to settle her mother. Where she’d find the time to make the calls, she wasn’t sure, but she was used to multitasking during investigations. She’d just add this to her mental list of things to do.

      The soup tasted like tin and too much salt. She forced herself to swallow the barley, vegetables and beef. It was a long time since the crackers and cheese eaten at six-thirty when she’d finally made it back to her office. Longer still since she’d cooked eggs for their breakfast. She could easily fall asleep in her chair if the darned adrenaline wasn’t still pinging through her from her momentary panic.

      Mom slurped her soup and Jean passed her a buttered cracker.

      “I had a busy day today. A murder. I was tied up examining the crime scene and trying to interview neighbours. Unfortunately, a lot of them were out.” Mom might not be the best conversationalist, but she could be a good listener and seemed to improve when Jean spent time talking with her.

      “The interviews took a few hours, but didn’t tell me much. The woman next door heard yelling—but she heard yelling so often in the building that she barely thought anything of it. She couldn’t be sure whether it had been yesterday or the day before. The neighbour who called the police without leaving their name said they’d heard an altercation. They thought it was early today, but it could have been yesterday, too. Otherwise, the victims had been relatively quiet and the grandson had been polite.

      “No one remembered seeing any strangers in the building, but given the building’s lack of security anyone could have entered when the building was quiet.”

      Mom’s TV tray tipped, the empty bowl sliding. Jean leapt up, barely catching the bowl as her mother struggled to her feet.

      “I’m going to bed.” In a shuffling limp, Mom stepped away from the chair. Then she stopped and peered vacantly around her. “My bedroom’s downstairs, right? Where are the stairs again?”

      “Your bedroom was downstairs at your cottage, Mom, but now you live here with me.” Jean set the bowl down and gently caught Mom’s hand. “Your bedroom is right down this hallway.”

      The guestroom, now Mom’s bedroom, had the bed covered in her mother’s old, brightly flowered comforter. Mom’s three-tier jewelry box sat on her old wooden dresser. The walls were crowded with photos from her home: Edith as a young woman, Jean’s academy graduation, childhood drawings Jean didn’t remember, a poorly done pastel painting of a horse that won a childhood art contest. Mom had told her the story of this triumph so often, even though the pastel proved to Jean that art wasn’t her talent. Atop the jewelry box stood an ornately framed photo—this one of Mom, eternally young and vibrant in jeans and a pearl-buttoned western shirt. On either side of her, like bookends, were two young girls with their mother’s blonde hair and matching stares. Once there’d been a younger sister. Now she and Mom only had each other.

      Mom’s nightie smelled of perfume and talc, the familiar scent soothing the process of getting Mom undressed without aggravating her bruised hip. Finally Jean tucked Mom into bed and kissed her cheek.

      “Sleep well, Mom. Remember I love you.”

      “You’ve always loved me, Jean.” Mom turned a clear gaze up at her. “And I’ve always loved you the most in the world. Edith and Jean; two little beans.” She repeated the rhyme she’d said since Jean was a child. Then she closed her eyes and rolled onto her side.

      Just like that, Jean was dismissed. It was always Mom’s way. Wanting you around as long as you filled her needs and then expecting you to be gone. If you didn’t oblige, she had a talent for irritability that would tax even Mother Teresa’s patience.

      Jean retreated to the living room and retrieved her secret stash of twelve-year-old Scotch. She poured herself a good inch and knocked it back in one long gulp, enjoying the peaty burn down her throat.

      She poured another inch and retreated to the Ikea armchair with the bottle. The chair’s hard cushions seemed to reject her so she couldn’t sip the scotch and wait for the adrenaline to settle. Instead the chair invited her to move on. It and the rest of the IKEA furniture, had been bought—not for comfort—but to fill up the expected spaces of her home.

      Like her life? Always trying to meet expectations?

      Like her mother’s damned piano in the corner. As an adult, Jean hadn’t had the heart to tell her mother that she hated the instrument and always had. She hadn’t wanted to upset Mom.

      People might think that murders and assaults were the worst things she dealt with day-to-day, but really it was Mom’s condition. It couldn’t be any less traumatic than watching someone dying from cancer. Sure, there was none of the pain or physical wasting, but the mental wasting was there. Her mother’s memories were stolen or, even worse, they were still there but she’d lost the ability to access them. And so, Edith McCall existed like the proverbial ‘stranger in a strange land’ every day, every moment.

      To bring a little light into her mother’s life, Jean could play the bloody piano.

      An unwelcome sparkle tweaked the edge of her vision and she groaned, closed her eyes and laid her head back against the chair. Not this. Not now

      Five years back the migraines had stopped. A reoccurrence of the debilitating pain was about the last thing she needed. Drinking the musky peat was only going to increase the intensity of the threatening pain. It wasn’t going to stop the advancement of her mother’s disease, either. Or solve the murder. And before she could do much more about the investigation, she needed to sort out care for her mother.

      She knocked back the last of the drink—returned the glass to the kitchen and then secreted the bottle.

      Heading down the hall to her bedroom was about the last thing she remembered.
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      The sodden air smelled of seaweed, exhaust and the tang of cold rain on heated metal. From the Cambie Street viaduct and on West Fourth Avenue the chrome snakes of traffic hissed. Even here on a side street, taillights flashed and flared as drivers dodged the main roads’ traffic snarls. Jean squinted through her dark glasses and strode toward headquarters from her parked car, the hood of her raincoat pulled up. The glasses kept out the glare and held the incipient migraine at bay, but someone was still lightly beating on her skull—from the inside.

      Six stories of brick, stone and blue-grey glass leered down on the gentrified neighbourhood of False Creek. From the upper floors there were still good views of the mountains and glimpses of the ocean, but that would end as taller buildings were constructed around it. The station’s interior was open-concept, its huge rotunda filling the centre of the building while criss-crossing layers of open walkways on alternate floors allowed hurrying minions access to offices on opposite sides. The usual hum of half-heard conversation drifted down to her. The place had strange acoustics: something said on a walkway might be understood three floors and two security levels away from its intended recipient. Anyone who worked here soon learned to avoid open discussion anywhere outside of unit offices.

      She rode the elevator up to the fourth floor and headed down the hall to the Major Crime Unit. Halfway there, the Robbery/Assault Unit door opened almost in her face. Out backed a familiar set of broad shoulders, the head capped with a thick thatch of surfer-blond curls.

      “Tut. Hi.” She stopped, waiting to see how he would react. Would he turn and walk away, as so often before?

      Once they’d been a partnership with one of the best clearance rates in the department, but when she’d told the truth in the discipline case against him, it had ended their partnership and he’d been transferred out of Major Crimes. She’d prefer they settle things between them.

      Tut swung around, bringing his bright green gaze to bear. Years ago, when they’d first met, that gaze had almost stopped her in her tracks. It still did that with most women Tuttle happened to meet, whether victim, witness or suspect. Or co-worker. Coupled with his strong jaw and the slight bend in his nose that suggested he wasn’t afraid to take down a male suspect in a fight, he was a lethal combination for most women and a damned fine interviewer for male and female alike. With her prodigious memory for details, together they’d become an almost legendary investigative team. Not close in their personal lives, but a good team regardless.

      His gaze met hers and he tugged the door shut. “Maybe we should talk somewhere more private.”

      At least he was talking to her. She glanced around.

      “Where?” she asked, suppressing a relieved sigh. She liked Tut. He was a good officer—mostly.

      “My car’s in the garage. You won’t have to get wet.” He tapped her damp shoulder with a familiarity she hadn’t expected and set off down the walkway.

      She checked her watch. It was already midmorning—later than she’d planned, what with the flurry of calls to arrange care for her mom. The boxes of evidence were awaiting her examination; it would be too easy for someone less experienced to miss something. But Tut must have something to say. Like maybe an apology for losing their court case for them. Or for swearing at Jean when she told the truth.

      She’d have to trust Edel to do a first scan of the box contents. She’d find time to take a second look when he was out of the office, in case he’d missed anything.

      She followed Tut into the elevator and they rode down silently with three uniformed officers who were discussing Christmas plans and the Canucks’ playoff chances. She and Tut got out in the underground garage.

      Tut’s vintage mustang, candy-apple red, had recently had its white convertible roof cleaned so well it shone like new under the caged flourescent overheads. When he clicked the lock for her, she slid into the leather passenger seat. As soon as both doors were closed, she turned to him.

      “So?”

      Tut’s gaze narrowed. “I thought you’d have something to say. After you sandbagged me.”

      “Me?” she almost choked. “Tut, I told the truth. Always have. Always will.”

      “You could have looked away. Said you didn’t see.”

      Jean closed her eyes. They’d been over this too many times since the trial.

      “Tut, you got involved with a possible suspect. Your ‘girlfriend’ had motive and opportunity, too. Our investigation was tainted. It created enough reasonable doubt to get Heinrich Meisner released.” She opened her eyes, glaring at him. “I simply told the truth. You know that’s my modus operandi.”

      The grey-tone under his skin, and maybe, now that they were inside the car, the faintest scent of alcohol, suggested that he might have been drinking. At this hour of the day? Or, worse, was he drinking so steadily after hours that booze seeped out his pores? An aging cop desperately trying to save his job—a job he’d once been very good at—peered blearily out from that vivid green gaze. The good-looking features just looked tired.

      “I’m sorry it came to this,” she said, consciously softening her tone, “but I didn’t do anything wrong. If there’s anything I can do to help—short of perjuring myself—just ask. And now I’d better get back to the office. I’ve got a dozen boxes of evidence to process.” She pushed open the car door and stepped out, then leaned down again. “Take care of yourself, Tut.”

      “Edel is an Internal Affairs plant.” His tone was matter of fact, his expression the same as when he gave evidence in court. “He’s checking up on you. Apparently, your association with me makes you suspect.”

      She blinked at the unexpected information, trying to decide whether to believe him. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      Back at Major Crimes, she found the relatively small office unusually hushed. Between the three teams of detectives in the unit, there was almost always conferring or arguing or phones ringing.

      Thompson and Singh, the two other Detective Sergeants, looked up from their respective desks in their separate team pods. Thompson was a big bear of a man with hunched shoulders, rumpled suits, and a perennially scruffy haircut that harkened back to Columbo. Singh, on the other hand, was always immaculately coiffed and suited. His liquid South-Asian gaze lured suspects, and some coworkers, into giving themselves away, but the guy was happily married to an uber-brainy lawyer who could give Bollywood actresses a run in the beauty department. Singh gave a not-so-subtle cock of the head toward the closed door of the section Inspector’s office.

      Not a good day, apparently. It had to be today that her mother’s need for care took precedence over everything. Even now the care coverage was only duct taped together, thanks to help from Jean’s neighbour. She couldn’t be counted on forever. But so far there’d been no callback from the health agency that dealt with seniors’ home care.

      She doffed her trench coat and hung it on a coat tree

      Her cubicle was barricaded behind a stack of taped-up boxes from the Worthy crime scene. No sign of Edel. She tossed her phone on her desk and retrieved a cup of hours-old coffee from the machine, then squeezed past the boxes to her computer. Her internal mail revealed a screen full of new messages. Among them, one from the Medical Examiner’s office advised that the autopsy on Frederick Worthy would start at eleven-thirty at Vancouver General Hospital. She checked her watch.

      Eleven-ten.

      She grabbed her coat and headed toward the door. “If anyone asks, I’m at VGH for an autopsy,” she said to no one in particular.

      Behind her, she felt as much as heard the inspector’s door open.

      “McCall! My office. Now.”

      She swung around. Inspector Roger Wunder might be shorter than her, but his body-builder’s physique had always made him seem larger than he was. Today, though, his usually well-fitting suit seemed to hang loose on his frame and his pale, red-head’s skin had a slightly yellow cast, that darkened the blue of his gaze.

      “Sorry, Sir, but there’s an autopsy I need to attend.” She retained her hold on the door.

      “Get Edel to do it. That’s what he’s there for, isn’t he? Part of learning the ropes.”

      She chewed her cheek for a moment. “Sir, he’s new to Major Crimes. He won’t learn anything if he doesn’t know the right questions to ask. That
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