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For everyone who has filed a complaint and received a form response.

For the people in the gap.

For the ones who kept the boxes.

El sueño de la razón produce monstruos.

— Francisco Goya, 1799
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PROLOGUE

What the Garden Requires
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The candle has been burning for eleven minutes.

I know because I've been watching it. I do that sometimes, pick a fixed point and hold it, let everything peripheral go soft and meaningless, until the only thing that exists is the flame and the small, honest fact of it consuming itself. There's something meditative about fire. Something that reminds you that all processes, at their core, are just transformation. One state becoming another. The violence of it hidden inside the light.

My therapist would say I use intellectualization as a coping mechanism.

My therapist doesn't know everything.

The apartment smells like beeswax and something iron-sweet now, something I'm choosing not to name, because naming things gives them permanence and I find I prefer, in this moment, to exist inside a kind of beautiful ambiguity. The candle burns. The room is quiet. Outside, the city performs its late-night indifference: a siren two blocks east thinning to silence, the hydraulic exhale of a bus, rain beginning against the window in the tentative way rain has when it hasn't yet committed to being rain.

I am sitting in the chair by the window.

I sat down here because I needed to think, and I think better when I can see the street. All those people with their lit windows and their small lives slotted into each other like puzzle pieces, none of them aware that anything has changed. That's the thing about thresholds. You cross them and the world just continues, indifferent, carrying on its business of buses and rain and the cruelty of ordinary time.

I crossed one tonight.

My hands are in my lap. I've looked at them twice now and both times I've looked away, not from horror but from something closer to philosophical distance. They don't look like my hands. They look like objects that belong to me the way my car keys belong to me, or my library card, or any small useful tool I carry without thinking. This is the mind's mercy, I think. The way it stands apart from its own instruments. The way the surgeon doesn't weep over the scalpel.

She was not what I thought she was going to be.

I had a version of this in my head for a long time, years maybe, though I'd never let it take full shape, never allowed myself the detail because detail makes things real and I am, whatever else I am, a careful person. But the feeling was always there in the background. A low hum. The awareness of an account that had been opened a long time ago and never settled.

Tonight it was settled.

She was smaller than I remembered. That's what struck me first when she opened the door, how much smaller. I had kept her, I suppose, at the scale of damage she'd done, which made her enormous in some interior room I don't visit often. But she opened the door and she was just a woman in a grey cardigan with reading glasses pushed up on her head, and for a moment, three or four seconds that felt geological in their duration, I thought: maybe I have the wrong address. Maybe the wrong person can look this ordinary.

She knew me. That was the first thing she said: I know you. Not a question. Not warm. A statement with an edge to it, the way people speak when they're reaching for the upper hand before they understand the terrain.

I said: I know you too.

We stood there for a moment with that between us, and then she stepped back from the door the way people do when they've already decided to let you in but haven't yet told their body. I've thought about that step since. Whether it was resignation or recognition or simply the mechanical hospitality of a woman who had spent decades opening doors to people she'd have preferred to keep out.

The apartment was neat. That surprised me too. I don't know what I expected, some external expression of what she was, but it was just neat, careful, the apartment of a person who liked order. Books arranged by height. A small succulent on the windowsill in a terracotta pot. A half-drunk glass of white wine on the coffee table with a coaster beneath it, which struck me, in the circumstances, as almost unbearably funny. The coaster.

She asked me if I wanted to sit down.

I said I didn't think I would be staying long.

She took her glasses off her head then and set them on the bookshelf beside her, very deliberately, and I understood from this small careful gesture that she had known, on some level, that something like this was coming. You don't take your glasses off and set them down gently like that unless you're preparing. Unless you're putting away the version of yourself that needs to see clearly and settling into a different version. The one that has been waiting.

What happened after that, I won't narrate. Not because I can't, but because I don't want to reduce it to sequence. This happened, then this, then this. That structure implies a logic, a causality, and what I want to say is: it was not logical. It was necessary, a different thing entirely. What the surgeon does is not logical, it is necessary, and the logic only becomes visible afterward, in the absence of the wound.

She said two things. Toward the beginning and toward the end.

Toward the beginning she said: You have no idea what it was like.

And I thought: No. I know exactly what it was like. That's the entire point. That's why I'm here.

Toward the end she said something I couldn't hear properly, and I found myself leaning close, the way you lean toward someone who's telling you a secret, and I thought distantly that this was an absurd intimacy for this moment, this geometry of two people and what lay between them, but I leaned anyway because I have always wanted, despite everything, despite the education of my life, I have always wanted to understand. To really hear. To not miss the last thing.

I still couldn't make it out.

Maybe that was the mercy. A door closing in both directions simultaneously.

The candle has been burning for twenty-six minutes.

I should go.

I stand and the room tilts very slightly, not from distress but from the simple physical strangeness of returning to a body you've been away from for a while. My coat is on the hook by the door where I hung it. My bag is on the floor beneath it. I left the coaster where it was. These are not details I planned, just habits, the boring persistence of ordinary self across extraordinary circumstance.

At the door I pause.

Not from doubt. Not from the movie-version of this moment where a person almost changes their mind. I pause because the candle is still burning on the table and I am someone who, on balance, prefers not to leave fires unattended.

I go back. I lean down. I blow it out.

The smoke rises thin and vertical in the suddenly still air, and I watch it dissipate, one state becoming another, and then I pick up my coat and my bag and I open the door and I step out into a hallway that smells like someone else's cooking and carpet and the faint loneliness of buildings where people live very close together and touch each other's lives almost not at all.

The elevator is slow.

I take the stairs.

Outside, the rain has committed.

Later, it will be the candle that the investigators find strange. Not that it was lit, but that it was blown out. Deliberately. As though someone paused, at the end of everything, to be tidy.

The true crime blogger who covers the case will call this the killer's signature. The need for closure. The psychology of someone who cannot leave a job unfinished.

She will write three hundred words on what it means.

She will not sleep that night either.
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CHAPTER ONE

Cold Static
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Insomnia is not what most people think it is.

What they understand is a bad night. The 2 a.m. ceiling-stare, the pillow-flipping, the phone-checking, the eventual grey drift into something that technically qualifies as sleep but feels more like a software update, your body rebooting without your consent, leaving you functional but subtly wrong in the morning. That's not insomnia. That's just being a person in the modern world with too much cortisol and a notification problem.

Real insomnia is an epistemological condition. It changes what you know about time. After eighteen months of it, I can tell you that 3 a.m. is not a time of day, it is a country, with its own atmosphere and tax laws and an immigration policy that, once you're in, makes it almost impossible to leave. I live there now. I have a forwarding address. I know all my neighbours, I know the sounds of the building at the hours when no one is supposed to be awake: the pipes digesting, the man in 4B who sleepwalks to his kitchen and opens and closes the refrigerator without eating anything, the cat in the unit above mine who walks the perimeter of whatever room she's in at 4 a.m. with the steady, territorial purpose of a security guard doing rounds.

Her name is probably something ironic like Muffin. I have named her Sergeant.

I'm telling you this because it is 3:17 a.m. and I am at my desk and I am not writing about sleep. I am writing about a dead man in Scarborough whose wife reported him missing on a Tuesday and whose remains were located four months later in a storm drain two kilometres from their house, and the way that distance, a twenty-minute walk, a distance you could cover before your coffee got cold, tells you almost everything you need to know about how well we hide the things that frighten us.

Not far enough, it tells you. Never far enough.

Cold Static* has 412,000 subscribers as of this morning, a number I find both validating and faintly alarming, because what it means is that 412,000 people have at some point looked at the name of this blog and thought *yes, that is a thing I would like more of in my life.* Cold static. The noise of a channel that isn't broadcasting anything. The sound of a signal searching for a source.

I named it at 4 a.m. on a Tuesday in what I can only describe as the third year of my life's worst decade, which at the time I thought was my mid-twenties and which I have since come to understand was just the permanent condition of being me. My brother Theo said it sounded like the name of a mediocre post-punk band. I told him mediocre post-punk bands have some of the most dedicated fanbases in recorded history and he said that was exactly what worried him.

He's not wrong, as it turns out. The dedication is extraordinary.

Right now, as I type this, there are 847 people reading the piece I published at midnight, a deep dive into the Carleton case, which some of you know intimately and some of you are coming to fresh, so I'll spare the recap except to say: husband, storm drain, two kilometres, and a wife who waited four days before calling anyone, which she explained at trial as "not wanting to overreact." The comment section is, predictably, a civil war between the people who believe her and the people who believe she called no one for four days because she already knew exactly where he was.

I don't have a position.

I have several positions, all of them contradictory and rigorously held, the only honest way to have positions about anything.

I close the Carleton tab and open the one I've been avoiding for the last forty minutes, the tab containing everything currently available about the body they found in Riverdale Park three days ago. I've been avoiding it the way you avoid the last episode of something you love. You want it, you're going to watch it, but once you do, it's done, and you can't unknow what you know. Some cases have that quality. They hook into you before you've even read the second paragraph and you understand, with a cold clarity, that you are going to be living inside this one for a while.

This one has it.

Four browser tabs open. Two PDFs downloaded from public records. A half-eaten sleeve of crackers I've been consuming without tasting since approximately 1 a.m., and a headache that has been sitting at a gentle four-out-of-ten since yesterday afternoon and which I have been treating with the aggressive medical strategy of ignoring it and hoping it forms a different opinion.

The victim's name is Dennis Pryce. Forty-four years old. Property developer. Found by a jogger, and it is always a jogger, I don't know what joggers did before they became the designated discoverers of bodies, I assume they just ran past things, found by a jogger at 6:40 a.m. on a Thursday, in a section of the park that isn't heavily trafficked that early, positioned, and this is the detail that has been keeping me company since I first read it, face-up with both arms at his sides.

Not fallen. Placed.

Someone had tidied him.

I chew a cracker and think about this for a while. The act of tidying. The psychology of a killer who, having killed, steps back and adjusts. Who looks at the disorder they've made and feels the pull of what? Respect? Ritual? The ungovernable instinct of a person who cannot leave a thing unfinished?

I type: Positioning of victim suggests post-mortem staging. Likely significance to the killer, not the victim. This isn't about Pryce, or not only. It's about what the killer needs the scene to mean.

I look at this sentence for a moment.

Delete it.

I don't know why. It's accurate. I've written sentences like it a hundred times about a hundred cases and posted them without hesitation, let the readers pull at the thread. Something about this one I want to keep close a little longer. Hold it up to the light before I share it.

The headache ticks up half a point.

I should tell you, since we're establishing a relationship here and I believe in informed consent, that I am not a journalist. I have an undergraduate degree in criminology from the University of Toronto, completed in three and a half years and used in precisely one professional context: a fourteen-month stint at a victims' advocacy nonprofit where I was genuinely useful and genuinely miserable and from which I departed by mutual agreement in the manner of a marriage where both parties are relieved but neither wants to be the one to say it first.

I started the blog the same month I left the job. Whether this constitutes reinvention or lateral movement I leave as an exercise for the reader.

What I'm good at: patterns. The patterns that people leave without knowing they're leaving them, the negative space of a decision, the thing the evidence says when you stop asking it to confirm what you already believe and start asking it what it believes. I am good at sitting very still at 3 a.m. with a cold cup of coffee and a week's worth of contradictory information and finding the thread that, when pulled, makes the whole thing a different shape.

What I'm less good at: sleeping, eating meals at conventional times, answering phone calls from my brother, keeping houseplants alive, and, according to my last three conversations with Dr. Fehr, my sleep specialist who is very patient and has very good shoes, asking for help before whatever I'm refusing to acknowledge has already gone structural.

"Mara," she said at our last appointment, six weeks ago, in the voice she uses when she's being professionally careful, "the headaches concern me. Particularly in combination with the fatigue. I'd like to refer you to a colleague."

"What kind of colleague," I said.

"A neurologist, to rule some things out. And I want to revisit the conversation about the sleep study."

"I can't do a sleep study," I said. "I don't sleep."

"That's rather the point," she said.

I told her I'd call to reschedule before the end of the month. That was six weeks ago. The month has ended. I have not called. This is what I mean about asking for help before things go structural. I have a precise understanding of my own avoidance patterns and a complete inability to do anything about them, which I recognize is a useless form of self-knowledge, like having a detailed map of a country you're not allowed to visit.

It's 4:02 a.m. when I find the second thing.

The first thing, the positioning, the tidying, I've been sitting with. The second thing arrives sideways, the way the important details always do, buried in paragraph seven of a local news piece that clearly got edited down from something longer and more careful. Three sentences, bureaucratic in their flatness, that someone made the journalistic decision to treat as context rather than revelation:

Pryce, who had no prior criminal record, was the subject of a civil complaint filed in 2019 by former tenants of a Moss Park rooming house he owned and managed. The complaint, which alleged unsafe living conditions and retaliatory eviction practices, was settled out of court. Pryce maintained throughout that the property had met all required standards.

I read this three times.

Then I open a new tab.

Then another one.

The civil complaint is a matter of public record, which means there is a paper trail, which means that at 4 a.m. on a Friday with a four-and-a-half-out-of-ten headache and the rain doing something new and percussive against the window, I have everything I need to be awake for the next four hours.

Forty-seven minutes later I have the names of eleven former tenants. Six evicted within ninety days of filing maintenance complaints. Three evicted in winter. One of them, a woman named Gloria Reyes, 61 at the time of the filing, now 66, gave a statement to the city's municipal licensing office describing, in the careful drained language of someone who has already told the story too many times and been disbelieved the same number of times, a bathroom ceiling that fell in. Mold on every wall of her unit. A front door lock that didn't engage. Four requests for repairs over eight months. One response, which was an eviction notice.

The settlement figure, per the public record, was $4,200.

For eleven people.

I sit back in my chair and look at the ceiling, my own ceiling, intact, paint slightly bubbled near the light fixture but fundamentally committed to its position above me, and I feel the feeling I always feel at this point in a case, when the shape of a person becomes clear enough to recognize. It's not anger exactly. It's more like clarification. Like a lens adjusting. This is what Dennis Pryce was when no one was evaluating him for a development loan or spotting him at a charity golf tournament. This is the version of him that the evidence believes in.

A man who let a ceiling fall on a 61-year-old woman and paid four hundred dollars for the inconvenience.

I type: The question in any murder case is not only what happened, but what was already happening before it did. Every killing has a prehistory. What you find in that prehistory tells you more about motive than anything the body can.

I look at this sentence.

I leave it.

I publish at 6 a.m., my standard window, early enough to catch the insomniacs still going, late enough to hit the first-coffee crowd, the people who read true crime the way other people read the news, as a way of metabolizing the ambient anxiety of being alive in a world that is frequently terrible and occasionally explicable.

COLD STATIC, New Case: The Riverdale Garden

Last Thursday morning, a jogger found Dennis Pryce, 44, face-up in Riverdale Park, both arms at his sides. Like someone had put him there. Like someone had taken care. This week we're going to talk about Dennis Pryce, not just how he died, but how he lived. Because in this business, you learn quickly: the two are rarely unrelated.

Subscribe to read the full piece. New here? Start with the archive. Don't read it before bed.

I close the laptop.

The headache has settled back to four. Sergeant, the cat upstairs, has stopped her rounds. The rain is doing nothing anymore, just existing, the way rain does when it's made its point and lost interest. Outside my window the street is that pre-dawn grey I think of as the colour of information, not dark, not light, uncommitted to anything yet.

I should sleep.

I go to the kitchen and make coffee instead, because sleep is a thing that happens to other people in other time zones, and the Pryce case has exactly the quality that will hum in my skull for days now regardless of whether my eyes are open or closed. I have learned to accommodate this. The permanent tenancy of the unresolved.

While the coffee brews, I notice, without particular alarm, the way you notice things when you've decided in advance not to be alarmed by them, that my shoes are by the front door.

I didn't put them there.

I mean, I must have. They're my shoes. This is my apartment. The door is locked from the inside. The logical architecture of this situation supports only one conclusion, that I put them there without remembering doing it because I don't remember most things I do between 2 and 5 a.m. anymore, the nighttime hours having taken on a slightly smeared quality that I have been attributing to fatigue and that Dr. Fehr would, if I told her, attribute to something she'd write on a referral form in careful clinical handwriting.

I don't tell Dr. Fehr.

The shoes are slightly damp.

I look at them for a moment, my shoes with their slight dampness beside my door in my apartment, fully explained, and then I pour my coffee and take it back to my desk and open the laptop again, because there are now sixty-three comments on the new post and I have standards about response time and besides: the alternative is standing in the kitchen thinking about my shoes.

I choose the comments.

At 9 a.m. my brother texts: You up?

I have been up since approximately 1994. I text back: Yes. Working.

He sends a thumbs up, then thirty seconds later: Eat something.

I look at the cracker sleeve. Four crackers left. I eat one, photographically, and text back: Done.

That's not what I meant, he says.

It's a spectrum, I say.

He sends a GIF of a disappointed golden retriever. This is our primary mode of communication, Theo
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