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May 5th, 1991 2:37 a.m.

The man struggled with his bulky load, at one time stumbling down onto his knee, bringing about a surge of pain. He didn’t have time for injuries. Plowing on despite the throbbing in his lower leg he finally made it to his intended destination. The air held a chill and a funereal silence enveloped the shadowy landscape.

He knew the risk of bringing the night’s end result to such a public place, but even in his fury he understood it was a better place for the discovery to be made, an area accessed by the unmonitored public. The time of morning also meant he had next to zero chance of being interrupted. The neighbourhood lay in its typical middle-class slumber, bodies tucked into beds to recharge for the next day’s work or school attendance.

As he struggled with the second bundle the twine caught on his belt, and in the near-complete darkness he didn’t realize that his oversized buckle had been pulled loose. As he retreated back through the underbrush he also missed the piece of metal coming free and dropping to the ground. He didn’t look back, and once he’d made it to his vehicle the blinding rage he’d felt earlier dissipated, making it impossible for him to even fathom how such a thing could have happened, how he could have lost control so completely. He drove home, leaving the terrible events behind.

Though he may have cleared his mind of any sense of remorse or shame, for one mother, five families, and the public consciousness, the world would never be the same.


Chapter 1

The house lay in complete disarray, though David couldn’t remember a time when he’d felt more at peace. After a bumpy couple of months recuperating from the gunshot wound received during the tail end of his last case, and the endless open houses that finally attracted a buyer for Jamie’s downtown condo, life had begun to take on a smooth, dependable pattern. February was nearing the end of its run, a great time to tackle the home renovations the couple were currently involved in.

David could hear Jamie singing along to the classic rock station he had playing as he finished up the final coat on what would be his new home office. When last he’d peeked in on him, Jamie had been sporting a light spray of tan paint on his forearms and his sandy hair had been tousled, neither occurrence able to dim his model-class good looks. After deciding to finally move in with his long-time partner, Jamie had been full steam ahead, orchestrating the lucrative sale of his own place and the upgrades to the home he’d share with David. The house had been owned by David for more than a decade, and though he was faithful in keeping it clean and in good repair, he hadn’t done much by way of improvements. His idea of home décor consisted of matching sets, and buying everything in the same neutral beige-brown colour palette. Jamie had other ideas.

“Take me down to paradise city…” Jamie wailed, bringing a grin to David’s face.

He wiped a trail of sweat from the side of his face with his shirt and allowed himself a few moments to survey the work accomplished so far. He felt a surge of pride at the job he’d done replacing the flooring in the bathroom. Jamie had picked out tiles with hints of sea life visible in them, a type of natural flooring David couldn’t recall the name of on a dare, but appreciated for its understated beauty. With the new vanity and toilet in place the room would be thoroughly modernized.

A hand slid into the hair on the back of his head as he knelt on the floor. He turned, finding Jamie watching him. “Nice work,” he said, letting his eyes drop to David’s jean-clad behind. “And other things.”

David stood, laughing. “I’m busy here. I don’t have time to be ogled.” In truth he still found it amazing that someone as handsome as Jamie had fallen for his rugged looks and burly physique.

“That right?” He stepped closer to his partner, a teasing glint dancing in his green eyes.

David wrapped a muscled arm around Jamie’s waist, pressing his mouth to the warm skin on his throat. “Okay, maybe I can take a break.”

A cough behind them broke the moment. They turned to find Sean, David’s brother, standing in the hallway with a fine dusting of drywall coating his hair and shirt. He had three beers in his hand, which he offered once he had their attention. Then, totally ignoring what he had just interrupted, he stuck his head into the bathroom to check out David’s progress.

“This place is going to look awesome when we get done,” Sean said.

David took a swig of his beer, nodding. “Yep. How’s the basement going?”

“Good. Everything is sanded down and ready for primer. I was hoping I could steal Jamie so we could get the whole thing done before I bail.”

“Sure. Just give me a minute to clean up the office.”

Jamie left the brothers alone. Sean leaned against the doorframe, taking a long swallow from his bottle. The movement drew David’s gaze to his brother’s hand, now sporting a wedding band. He and his girlfriend had taken a trip to Las Vegas over Christmas break and decided to get married while they were there.

“So how’s married life, little brother?”

“Good. Not much has changed really. I mean we’ve been living together for a couple of years now.”

“I guess.”

“Same as you two, you know. We just have paperwork.”

The comment came in an off-hand manner, but made David think. He and Jamie had taken a big leap moving in together, one that he had every intention of making stick.

“All set,” Jamie said, making a re-appearance.

As his brother and partner made their way downstairs he let himself reflect on how good things were going. Many emotional hurdles had been cleared in recent months, leaving the future wide open. Once Jeremy Black was taken care of, life would be perfect.

The phone rang, followed by a brief one-sided conversation from the lower level. Footsteps sounded. “David, it’s for you,” Jamie called up to him.

He moved into the bedroom, where he had another extension. “Hello,” he said, hearing Jamie click off on the other line.

“It’s Jenny,” a breathy female voice said.

“Well hello sunshine. How’s it going?”

“Honestly, your grandmother is driving me crazy. There’s only so much cookies and pep talks I can take!”

“So many,” he corrected, chuckling.

“Whatever. Can you bring me over to your place for a while?”

“Sure. I’ll come get you for dinner. I have some stuff to finish up first.”

“Fine. I’ll go take a nap till you get here.” She hung up.

Jenny was a young former prostitute that David had crossed paths with some months before. She’d been beaten horribly, a murder attempt, but managed to pull through via her unparalleled tenacity. David felt for the girl, and not only because her attempts to help his case had put her in the line of fire. She’d finally been released from the hospital about a month earlier, to move in with David’s grandmother. Rhea kept an eye on the girl, making sure she ate, rested and attended all her physical therapy. David had found the girl a counselor she was still seeing, and he took that as a good sign. The next step would be to get her enrolled in an administrative course, skills she would be able to parlay into a job as David’s secretary. He intended to keep her off the streets once and for all.

A couple of hours later the tiling was done. He cleaned up the scraps and tools, knowing he was far from done; grouting, trim and installations still waited, but he felt satisfied and purposeful. As he washed his hands in the kitchen sink, he knew there was no way he had the energy to cook anything for dinner. Instead he placed an order for several pizzas. He’d grab another case of beer on the way to get Jenny.

With keys in hand he started down the stairs to let Jamie know where he was going. He caught sight of his partner sitting on an overturned milk crate, laughing at a terrible Mick Jagger impression Sean was in the middle of. He looked so relaxed and happy, something David had been afraid would be difficult given how recently Jamie had made such drastic changes to his life.

Jamie looked his way. “I’m heading out to get Jenny. Listen for the door ’cause I ordered some pizza.”

The other two men said goodbye and David was on his way. Looking at the gritty, slush-covered streets he prayed for a quick turn into spring. Though he didn’t mind the winter season, this particular one had been grim.

Jenny came out the door and down the driveway as fast as her mending legs would take her, aided by a stark metal cane. David’s grandmother rushed out after her to plop a homemade toque on the young woman’s head. David couldn’t help but grin at Jenny’s reaction. He waved to his grandmother as she returned to the house.

“What is with that woman!” Jenny said upon entering the car. She ripped the toque off her head and threw it into the backseat.

“There are worse things than being looked after,” David answered.

“Yeah,” she said, flicking her hand in his direction and turning away from his gaze.

He let the matter drop. Over the preceding months he’d picked away at her suspicious and prickly demeanor, learning some alarming though not entirely surprising information about the girl. She’d been given a tough break in life. He’d never deny that. He could understand why she found it hard to believe in David’s good intentions, and why it was hard to let go of her old life.

Jamie and Sean were at the kitchen table eating when he and Jenny arrived. David dropped the case of beer he’d picked up into the fridge then joined them. His mouth watered as he grabbed a slice with the works. Jenny took a piece from the pizza with bacon and green olives that he’d ordered especially for her, giving David a small smile of thanks.

For a few moments there was no conversation, yet the feeling was not in any sense uncomfortable. In an odd way they were family, not by blood, but by circumstance and mutual appreciation. The understanding was reassuring, and not to be taken lightly.

“So, you’re looking good, Jenny. Can hardly tell anything happened to you,” Sean said after wolfing down six slices of pizza in quick succession.

She did look much better than the first time David had laid eyes on her. Grandma Lloyd’s cooking had put some meat on her bones, which she desperately needed. Hair that had been bleached to a shocking ivory had grown out to its natural golden-brown colour, a decent cut removing several inches of damage. The bruises had faded, and without the harsh makeup that had been her go-to she was quite a pretty girl.

“Once I’m rid of this thing, I’m golden,” Jenny said, referring to the cane that rested between her and Sean.

“That’ll be gone sooner than you think. Gran says you’re doing really well with the rehab,” David said, trying to sound positive instead of condescending.

“Yeah, Ron said I should be able to move on to regular exercise in another month. Maybe I can join the gym with you guys?” She looked to David then Jamie for acquiescence.

“Sounds good to me,” Jamie said.

The rest of the night passed quietly. Sean headed home after dinner, leaving the other three to watch a couple of movies. Jenny spent the night in the spare room, and though neither she nor David said as much, they were both happy for each other’s company. Jenny had become the little sister David never had.

Sunday came and went in a flurry of painting and repairs. David fell into bed that night exhausted, without a hint of the turbulent events to come.

Monday morning filtered in with soft shades of grey. Jamie had hit the shower at six a.m., as per his usual custom, and was on the road by seven. David enjoyed the muted sounds of his puttering about, and the fact that Jamie never failed to leave a pot of coffee waiting for him. Thirty minutes after Jamie’s car had pulled out of the driveway David set about getting ready for the day.

He found a spot to park only a block away from his building, not always an easy task in downtown Toronto. Once inside the office he started his opening day procedures; coffee, phone messages, and mail. The mail yielded nothing intriguing, though he was happy to find payment for a case he’d settled a few weeks back. At present he had a deadbeat dad to locate and a father who wanted his daughter, attending first-year university, to be checked out. The last time she’d come home her behaviour had been questionable, and the father suspected drugs.

The phone messages were much more interesting than the mail.

“Hello, my name is Sandra Klassen, and I am calling to arrange a meeting with David Lloyd. I’m hoping that you might be available to take on my son’s case. His name is Nathan, um, Klassen. I am happy to give more details. Please call me back.” She left a number, which David dutifully wrote down.

Now that’s interesting, he thought. The name Klassen had immediately set off warning bells. Anyone who read or owned a television had to have at least heard the name, even if they didn’t catch all the details. It had been a sensational case, fed by the ever-eager media and a population hungry for every twisted, degrading detail.

Nathan Klassen had been one of three teenage boys accused of and eventually convicted for the murder of two young brothers. At the time of his arrest he had been eighteen years old. His fellow convictees were John Dean, sixteen, and Alex Snider, eighteen. The investigation and trial had both been lengthy affairs, neither coming to a fully satisfying conclusion. Fingers had been pointed at several individuals, and in the end many were not content with the legal conclusions. Evidence had been circumstantial at best, the popular opinion being that the teenagers had been convicted because of their bad reputations, rather than for any actual responsibility in the deaths of the two young boys.

The actual events had happened nearly a decade before, and David was a bit fuzzy on the details. He decided the best course of action would be to review the history of the crime and trial before getting in touch with Sandra Klassen. After retrieving a new cup of coffee he spent the better part of the next three hours poring over everything he could find on the internet. The accused had a staunch following of people certain of their innocence, who had been both vocal about their beliefs and financially supportive to the cause of having them released, though there had been many to speak of the boys’ odd and criminal behaviour in the years preceding the murders.

With a twinge of sadness David found that one of the three had committed suicide just before Christmas. At that time David had been wrapped up in a case that ended with him being shot. Considering how emotionally involved he’d been in that case it was no wonder he’d missed the news.

The more he read, the more glaring the lack of concrete evidence and the questionable behaviour of many involved in the case became. None of it was sitting well with him, and he decided he needed an expert to bounce his concerns off of.

Despite the lingering cold, the sun sat high and bright in the grey-blue sky as David walked back to his car. He travelled toward the city centre, home of the Ministry of the Attorney General’s offices. The price to park in the nearby city-owned lot caused him to suffer minor heart palpitations, but it was better than hoofing several blocks back to his destination.

As he stepped into the building’s main foyer, walking past the sign boards listing the various government and private business offices the space held, he felt a twinge of unease. He’d only be there on one other occasion, nearly dinner time on a Friday when most of the offices had been deserted. This would be the first visit where he’d likely be seen by a number of Jamie’s colleagues.

Oh well, first time for everything.

The elevator door opened up, revealing the office to be directly opposite. He hesitated, unconsciously touching his hearing aid. Once he realized what he was doing he dropped his arm and strode with purpose across the hallway. Inside, two young women sat behind an enormous desk, one typing madly away on her keyboard, the other reading from a file with a telephone pressed between her ear and shoulder. She smiled in his direction, giving a small nod to indicate she’d be right with him.

Less than a minute later she dropped the phone. “Can I help you?”

“Yes. Jamie Brennan’s office.”

“Is he expecting you?”

“Ah, no. Tell him David’s here please.”

She nodded and her fingers punched in the extension. After a brief conversation she turned back to David. “He’ll be right out.”

“Thanks.” David looked around the open space, noting two large meeting rooms with the doors ajar and an area of cubicles where many serious-looking young people were hard at work. A crisscross of hallways obviously led to offices beyond his current view. A small waiting area had been decorated in soothing tones and blah artwork.

Jamie came around the corner looking crisp and conservative, a contrast to the well-worn jeans and sweater David wore under his winter coat. Jamie’s brows were pulled together and David noted a flush creeping up from the edge of his starched collar.

“Hey, David. Something the matter?”

“No. Do you have a minute to spare? I have a question about an old case.”

Jamie’s eyes flicked in the direction of the reception desk before he answered. “Sure. Come on back.”

He turned, and David followed him through a series of interconnected hallways until they arrived at the back of the suite, where the senior prosecutors had their offices. Jamie’s gait was stiffer than usual, and upon seeing two older men standing in the doorway of the office next to his, his shoulders drew in. One of the men glanced in their direction, giving David a cursory look-over.

Jamie stopped. “Pete, Harry, this is David Lloyd. David, Pete and Harry are the Ministry’s top prosecutors.”

“Please, not with men like you making their way up the ranks. I’ll be put out to pasture soon I suspect,” Harry said. He was the older of the two, with a sharply receding hairline.

David shook hands with both men in turn. “Nice to meet you.”

“Are you a lawyer, David?” Pete asked.

“No, no. A private investigator actually.”

“I see.”

Harry seemed to understand, and his expression softened. “This is your David, Jamie?”

Jamie nodded.

“Well now. Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard some great things about you.”

“You have?” David asked, surprised to hear such a statement.

“Yes. So are you here to drag this guy out for lunch? He works much too hard.”

“I know he does, but this is a business visit actually. I need a legal opinion.”

“Ah, well, I won’t take up any more of your time.”

Jamie opened the door to his office and stood aside to let David enter. Pete looked mildly perplexed, not having picked up on the conversational cues. The door closed and Jamie took his seat behind the desk buried in legal files. David lifted another set off the chair opposite him and sat down.

“You okay?” he asked.

Jamie smiled. “Yep.”

“I should have called first, huh?”

“It’s fine David. I have to get used to this. No more secrets.”

David let the matter drop. “Do you remember the Gagnon case?”

Jamie appeared surprised at the question. “Of course. One of the first that I helped with as a junior prosecutor. Very gruesome. What’s your interest?”

“Sandra Klassen left me a message. I figure she wants me to do a new investigation for her son. You know the boys have always maintained their innocence. I just figured I’d get your take on the whole thing before I call her back.”

“It was a mess. Conflicting stories and recants. Bad behaviour on the part of suspects, parents, and the police. Shaky evidence. To be honest I was surprised they were able to make the case stick.”

“Did you have doubts? I mean, did you think the boys could have been innocent?”

Jamie was quiet for a few moments, pulling at his lower lip. “I certainly considered it. There were no clear motives for any of those considered as suspects, but in the end the boys seemed the most likely. They knew the suspects, had histories of violence and criminal behaviour; in fact one had been institutionalized for a period of time after assaulting his own sister. And their only alibis had been each other.”

“Wasn’t there a fourth boy involved somehow?”

“Yes, Sam Miller. He was going to drive them to a party in a nearby borough, maybe Richmond Hill, I can’t remember. Anyway, he got grounded so the other three ended up back at the Klassen boy’s place, supposedly to smoke some pot. The mother worked the night shift at the hospital, so there was no one to verify if they’d been there or during what time period.”

“And the boys were killed when?”

“I’d have to double-check, but I believe sometime between eleven p.m. and four a.m. They were last seen at a park close to their home around seven.”

“There’s no way the other kid could have joined them?”

“Nope. The house had a security system, which the father had engaged. If he’d tried to sneak out, the alarm would have gone off.”

“Sometimes people lie, especially where their loved ones are concerned.”

“Of course, but it didn’t seem likely in this case. And the other three were adamant Sam wasn’t with them. I can’t understand why they’d let him off like that if he’d been there.”

“Hard to say. People do strange things sometimes.”

The men had both seen and experienced some of the odd, thoughtless, and downright cruel things that human beings were capable of. It was par for the course with both their occupations.

“Do you think there might ever be a retrial?”

“Could be. They certainly have some expertise and financial support for the effort. And forensic science is evolving every day.”

“You know that one young man killed himself a few months back?” David asked.

“Yes, I read that.”

“What if it turns out they’re innocent? How in the world could anything make up for their treatment and for stealing ten years of their life?”

“The justice system isn’t perfect, we both know that.”

“That’s not a real answer. That’s lawyer talk.”

Jamie nodded, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips. “It would be a travesty. Nothing could make up for such a transgression.”

“Your gut feeling?”

Jamie sighed. “I never bought it. I just couldn’t understand how this group of immature social misfits managed to kidnap two boys in broad daylight, subdue them, take them somewhere to torture them for several hours and then dump the dead bodies. There were too many things that didn’t add up, the fact we never found the vehicle for one. They had to have had a car.” He looked pained and flustered, the idea of innocent peopled wronged in such a way obviously not sitting well with his by-the-book sensibilities.

“I guess I’ll be returning Ms. Klassen’s call after all.”


Chapter 2

Sandra Klassen arrived promptly at ten thirty the next morning. David had a fresh pot of coffee brewing and had remembered to put more effort into his outfit than he might have otherwise. As such he’d pulled on a long-sleeve button-down shirt and a dark pair of dress pants. He’d vetoed the tie Jamie had offered him, an accessory he rarely wore outside of weddings and funerals. He’d been putting off getting a haircut, a fact he now regretted, but simply brushed the shaggy mess from his face. His hand hovered over the ear that wore the small hearing aid, feeling a familiar rush of self-consciousness. At last he turned away knowing there was nothing he could do to reverse the handicap.

The weather had taken a downturn overnight, bringing on that bitter Ontario cold that made vehicle engines resist starting in the morning. Sandra Klassen had dressed for the weather, bundling herself up in a knee-length wool coat and a cranberry coloured scarf and hat. She was pulling off the thick gloves she wore as David opened the door. Tucking the pair under her arm she offered her hand in his direction, which David shook. Her skin was cold and dry, her grip firm.

“Hello Sandra. Please come in.” David stood aside to allow the woman access to the moderately sized office.

She pulled off her coat, which David took and hung on the hook beside the door. She kept her purse and the small tote bag she had carried in.

“Can I get you a cup of coffee?” he asked, coming back across the room.

“Yes, please. Cream, two sugars.”

David took his time, allowing the woman a few moments to settle herself. After placing her cup before her, he took his seat. She took a small sip and smiled, making polite noises about how good it tasted.

Sandra Klassen was on the far side of fifty, and had done nothing to stop or hide the signs of aging. Her hair was the colour of steel wool, thick and cut to the length of her chin. She wore no makeup, her complexion ruddy and lightly dotted with freckles. Soft wrinkles spread out from her eyes and the corners of her mouth. For the meeting she’d dressed in beige cotton pants and a dark sweater, neither piece following the modern fashion trends. She looked exactly like what she was—someone’s mother.

“So, I believe you’re familiar with my son’s case?” Her words were solid, neither sad nor defensive.

“I am. I remember hearing about it at the time, of course. And since your call I’ve gone back over some of the details.” He sat back in his chair, thoughtful.

She took another sip of her coffee before continuing. “Then you know my son and the other boys are innocent.”

“I know they’ve always insisted they were innocent and after reviewing the case I have to acknowledge there were a lot of missing pieces.”

“The holes in the province’s case were so big I could have driven my car through them. They didn’t have any witnesses, no murder weapons, and no motive. The police hung my son and his buddies because they were troublemakers, not because they actually killed those boys. They needed to charge someone, the public was angry at the lack of progress in the case.”

David remembered the lengthy investigation and the public outcry. He also knew it was best to allow the woman to tell the story her way. “The evidence was pretty sketchy.”

“Now I’m the first to admit that Nathan was doing some questionable things at the time, and to be honest I had my hands full trying to keep him in line, but there is no way he could have ever murdered anyone, especially a couple of kids.”

“What do you mean by questionable things?”

“He was smoking pot, doing badly in school. He’d been picked up by the police a couple of times for underage drinking and stealing. That kind of stuff.”

“Nothing violent though.”

“No, nothing like that.”

David opened the file on his desk, flipping past several pages until he found what he was looking for. “But one of the boys, ah… Alex Snider, had been charged for assaulting his sister. You must have been aware of that.”

“Of course. I know Alex very well. His mother is an alcoholic, his sister not much better. They both liked to pick on Alex and one night he’d had enough and smacked the girl back. It probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but I could understand why he acted the way he did.”

David let that sink in. “All right. So what is it that you’d like me to do, Sandra?”

“I want you to take another look at the case. Someone did this terrible crime, and there must be evidence somewhere. Find it so I can get my boy out of jail.”

“I’m happy to poke around and see what turns up, but I can’t make any promises.”

“Listen, I’ve heard good things about you David. I want you on this. A fresh set of eyes and someone dedicated to proving the guys innocent is what we need.”

“All right, then we need to talk about the fees involved. With something like this I’d have to ask for at least a five-thousand-dollar retainer up front. I charge seventy dollars an hour plus expenses, and with a case this complicated and with so much time passed the hours are going to add up quickly.”

She pulled a small envelope from her purse. “I got a bank draft for ten thousand dollars. We have a donation fund we’ve been collecting for years, and everyone involved agreed this is the way to go.”

David took the envelope from her, peeking inside to verify the contents. It contained a draft in the amount stated with his name on it, just as she’d said. He put it down to grab a contract from the desk drawer. They took a few minutes to fill it in. Once signed, Sandra grabbed the tote bag and pulled out several file folders bulging with paperwork. She handed them across to David.

“That’s everything I’ve collected over the years. Articles, police reports, pictures, you name it. I’ve also included the names and contact information of everyone even remotely related to the case. If I’ve missed anything, let me know. I most likely have it somewhere.”

David felt that delicious itch start in his brain, like he always did at the beginning of an interesting case that came his way. “Fantastic. Thank you.”

“Well, I’ll get going then. I’m sure you’ll want to look this stuff over, then you can give me a call to set up another time to talk.”

“Sounds good, Sandra. Please be assured this will be my top priority and I’ll check in with you on a regular basis.”

He walked her to the door, shaking her hand again before she left.

The bulging file folder called to him. Grabbing another cup of coffee he sat down at the desk and cracked it open. On top lay a photo of four teenaged boys, sporting the leather studded attire of the defiant, bad-boy class of a decade earlier. They were sitting about a round dining table, pulled together in an obvious pose. Three were mugging for the camera, the fourth glancing at his companions. Despite the tough front they tried to convey to the photographer, the thing that struck David most poignantly was how young they all looked.

The series of mug shots and newspaper articles that followed helped to identify who the boys were. The fourth boy David concluded was the lucky Sam Miller, though his likeness only appeared in one article, a piece that briefly outlined his connection to the other three, and hinted that he might know more than he was sharing with the authorities. As David leafed back through the articles he noted that none contained any direct quotes or excerpts from interviews with Sam or his family, unlike the others involved with the case. That fact seemed curious, and he made a note to follow up on whether any relatives had spoken publicly about his connection to those who’d been convicted.

The next section held what David suspected would be the hardest part of the case to review. On top lay the grim, clinical autopsy reports for Jake and Robert Gagnon, ages nine and eight respectively. A cold sweat broke out on the small of David’s back as he read, his once comfortable sweater becoming restrictively warm. His mouth became so dry it was difficult to swallow. By the end of the final page of the report his eyes were brimming with tears, and he hadn’t even viewed the accompanying photos yet. To brace himself he decided to take a quick walk around the block.

The bitter air revitalized him and twenty minutes later he was re-seated at his desk, file folder open and taunting. He felt compelled to continue on, and yet sick with dread over the visual assault he knew to be waiting within. In a nervous gesture he ran his tongue along his lips and raked his hand through his thick dark hair. C’mon David. Get this over with.

The first ten photos were tight shots of the of the crime scene, with intense focus on the victims. Two impossibly small bodies lay like discarded garbage on the banks of an almost dried-out creek bed, dark twine wound around the small ankles and wrists. Robert’s face had been turned away from the photographer, but Jake’s body was in the forefront, his clouded gaze captured in agonizing detail. A deep gash ran from his hairline down the edge of his eye, where he’d obviously been struck with something sharp and heavy. The rest of Jake’s multiple wounds seemed less serious than the glaring head injury.

One of Robert’s hands was pressed against his battered cheek, pale and with fingers curled toward the palm as though frozen while trying to ward off his attacker. The edges of flesh along the gaping wound across his throat had curled back like a set of grimacing bloodless lips. The torn, dishevelled clothing hid the damage to his torso, though the overlapping bloodstains hinted at the viciousness of the assault. In shorts the oddly twisted line of his lower leg bone could not be missed, but the exact nature of the injury had proved difficult to determine. One lone sneaker sat at the crest of the hollow where the bodies lay like a silent sentinel, imploring the viewer to make sense of the evil that had transpired.

The series of shots that followed showed the bodies from every possible angle and distance, capturing every violent and disturbing detail. The boys had been laid in the spot where they’d been found, but the actual murders had taken place in another unknown location. This had been determined from the small amount of blood pooling and disturbance to the immediate area. In the latter shots, after the bodies had been turned, it could be seen that their clothing was wet from the small bit of water that had remained in the creek, a cold sluggish flow.

Despite their size disadvantage both boys had put up a struggle, an occurrence that would have drawn the attention of any persons in the vicinity. A gravelled walking path lay not twenty feet from the location of the bodies, certainly too much of a risk for the perpetrator to have gambled with. Jake had been laid on his back, his brother on his side, and there had been no attempt to hide their remains. The ground around the creek bed had been so dry that no clear footsteps were recoverable.

Following these were several of the crime scene and surrounding area, including a number of items discovered in the grid search undertaken by law enforcement. Many of the objects were unrelated to the crime, pieces of garbage and debris typical to any publicly accessed forest area. Those that had remained of interest to the investigators had included a belt buckle, bits of fibre, several cigarette butts, and a gold lighter.

The next grouping of pictures had been bundled together with a thick elastic band, the top one showing that the scene had changed from the outdoor dumping ground to the stainless-steel interior of the coroner’s autopsy suite. Coroners in Ontario were medical doctors with specialized training in death investigations, who reported their post-mortem investigation findings to the Office of the Chief Coroner. In the course of their investigation they were required by law to answer the following questions; who was the person, when did they die, where did they die, the medial cause of their death, and the means of their death, namely by natural causes, accident, homicide, suicide, or of an undetermined nature. When any of these answers could not be found the case would proceed to an inquest. The Coroner’s review had only been one part of the Gagnon case, which had taken more than two years to pass through the criminal justice system.

David had just removed the band when his phone rang, startling him so intensely that the photos jumped from his grasp. They hit the floor and fanned out in a macabre display around his feet. Up close images of every cut and bruise seemed to glare up at him as he reached across the desk. His stomach lurched.

“Hello,” he said.

“David?”

“Yep. Hi Jamie.”

“Are you all right? You sound funny.”

David took a breath, forcing himself to look away from the photos on the floor. “I’m okay, just a bit sick after going over the Gagnon file. I’m right in the middle of the crime scene photos.”

“I see. No more explanation needed. Listen, I just called to let you know I wouldn’t be home for dinner tonight. Something’s come up and I have to stay late at the office.”

“Sure. I still have some stuff to do here and then I think I’ll head to the gym. See you when you get home.”

“We can talk later. I love you.”

“Me too. Bye.”

The receiver clanged when he replaced it, sending a spidery sensation up David’s arm. With a quick sweep he collected the scattered photos and began a focused scrutiny of each and every one. The injuries to the boys had been extensive, a serious case of overkill. The person responsible had not only wanted to take their lives, he’d wanted to torture and humiliate. Anger and determination raced through David’s blood, a reaction so intense it took every ounce of his self-control not to get up and punch a hole in the wall. Instead he let out a stream of expletives, repeating them over and over again until his blood pressure began to ease.

The rest of the file contained miscellaneous photos of the three suspects, notes Sandra had taken during the investigation and trial, and several reports from various labs and lawyer’s offices. All in all it didn’t add up to much. His client was right, the lack of evidence or motive couldn’t be ignored.

A glance at the clock showed it to be just after four o’clock, and David realized he’d worked through lunch. His hunger only added to the irritability being fuelled by the new case. He needed a cheeseburger with heavy pickle and an order of onion rings, stat. Once his food cravings had been satisfied he headed to the gym to burn off some aggression on the treadmill. The whole forty minutes he ran he couldn’t shake the image of the two boys lying on the dirt, so frail and defenceless. He knew then it would be a hard case to process on an emotional level, but vowed to channel that indignation and anger into getting at the whole story of two tragic deaths, and possibly three wrongly accused young men.

He was lying on the couch nursing a beer when Jamie finally arrived home. His partner walked into the room, loosening his tie and looking as weary as David felt. The rush of emotion he felt at Jamie’s arrival made his chest tighten. After moving to a seated position he put down the bottle and pulled Jamie next to him. His strong arms wrapped around Jamie’s narrower frame and he buried his face into the warm skin of his neck. The scent of the other man’s cologne touched him and he lingered there, eager for his comfort and a momentary loss of present truths. Nimble fingers unbuttoned Jamie’s shirt and their lips met in a hungry, needy kiss.

Hours later he lay in bed, pressed tightly to Jamie’s side. The wind howled outside and his mind raced with a thousand what-ifs. Long after Jamie had fallen asleep, his slow, heavy breathing a comfort he had no words for, David remained wide awake.

Though he didn’t know it then, the coming months would bring many sleepless nights.


Chapter 3

Jamie was gone when David awoke, nearly an hour later than usual. He groaned as he rolled out of bed and shuffled to the shower. Once dressed he grabbed his keys and headed out on the road. At the nearest drive through he bought himself a greasy, overly processed breakfast, bringing it into the office with him. Soon a pot of coffee was brewing, filling the room with its savoury aroma. He scarfed down the food without really tasting it and settled back with a steaming mug.

The file sat on the desk. Just the sight of it made his belly tighten. Today would be the day to plan interviews and other places to source for additional background information. Of course the two men still in jail were key, as were their family and friends. Also Sam Miller and those close to him, plus the police, lawyers, and others involved with the investigation and trial. An hour later he’d compiled an ambitious list of those to speak with, and wondered fleetingly if he hadn’t bitten off more than he could chew.

After a couple of hours of hit-and-miss with talking to people who’d made statements against the boys, and a few of their high school counterpoints, David put a call through to Jimmy, his pal on the Toronto police force, but got his voicemail. He dutifully left a message about the reason for his call, and reminded the man of his cell phone number. A call through to the penitentiary, located three hours to the east in Kingston, landed him time to speak to both men on Friday morning. Several more calls proved fruitless and frustrating, garnering many an answering service. The only ones he could get through to were Alex Snider’s mother and the lawyer who’d represented Nathan. The latter could meet him the next morning, while the former said he could come right then. With that offer, he pushed aside the rest of the calls until he could return to the office.

He filled his travel mug with coffee and pulled on his coat. A bitter wind blew across the nearby lake, bringing with it a soft shower of snow. David didn’t bother to brush his car off, simply letting his wiper blades clear the glass enough to be able to drive. The roads were sparsely occupied, but slick, making driving a mild ordeal. Thirty minutes later David pulled into a small housing complex where most of the cars were years past their prime and windows were covered with flags and towels tacked to the frames. He tried not to make a snap judgment, but his experience had taught him that stereotypes came about for a reason.

The woman who opened the door could have been forty or sixty. Her lank brown hair and sallow complexion gave her an air of despair or ill health, or perhaps she’d simply given up on worrying about her appearance. She didn’t offer her

































































































































































OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
BOOK TWO OF THE DAVID LLl]YI]iNVESTIGATI[]NS

LIZ STRANGE

AUTHOR OF THE DARK KISS TRILOGY





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg
=





