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December 13, 1979

BANG! the skidding car sideswipes and knocks down the stop-sign dragging it into the intersection. Fortunately, there’s no one around. The afternoon’s freezing rain is over but few people have ventured out in this ice-misted night.

The driver pushes at her door, swinging back and forth until she’s freed it from the wooden sign-post, and steps out triumphantly shouting “I didn’t spill a drop – not a drop! The thirteenth is a lucky day for me!” She twirls around waving her glass at an audience of sentinel pines when suddenly her feet shoot out from under and she falls straight down into a sitting position.

“Whoopsie! I think I lost a bit so I better drink it up” she said and did. Hanging on to the door she pulled herself up and reaching inside the car announced “Time for a beer after the chaser, ain’t that right kids? And maybe ‘nother chaser after that.”

There were no street lights but the wet metal guardrails reflected the little bit of light that came from the clouded sky. The car was on the highway but turned facing back towards the side road. The interior light faded out and since the woman hadn’t bothered putting on her headlights it was only due to its pale colour that the car showed at all.

The semi didn’t stand a chance of stopping but of course the driver tried. He spun the wheel and almost avoided colliding but instead caught the car’s back bumper with his tractor and pushed it into the loaded trailer jack-knifing round.

The driver was thrown sideways smashing his head against the left-hand window hard enough to crack the glass but he wasn’t cut so there was no blood.

He shouted, the drunk cheered, and from the car came a high-pitched scream ominously cut short.

The trucker jumped out of his vehicle yelling: “What did you do? Why’s your car in the middle of the road? What have you done?” but when he reached the car and looked inside despite the dim light he saw more clearly than he wished and got his answer. Tiny bodies horribly torn and mutilated by glass and metal driven into the bloody upholstery.

The sight sent him reeling away to the side of the road where he vomited violently while the teary, beery woman shrieked: “Wha-what? What’s going on, what, what’s happening? Where are my babies! What happened? No, no, no, no, no, no, noooooo you killed them! You did it, it was you, your fault, you killed them. Killer, baby-killer, you did it, it’s your fault, you’re the killer, my babies, my babies, you killer, killer”.

Coming up the road the policeman in the cruiser expertly drove into his skid and swerved around the collision but he couldn’t avoid hitting the trucker who lurched into his path waving his arms. The cop radioed in for back-up and ambulances before checking the scene, securing his prisoner, and administering the first aid which saved the now-unconscious trucker’s life.

The clouds had drifted and the moon shone down spotlighting the frigid, grisly scene but the policeman wasn’t even aware of how cold it had become.

Afterwards there was plenty of talk of who was to blame:

The mother who chose to drink and drive?

The venue hired by her employer where the woman was over-served at an afternoon Christmas get-together – a poorly planned party because the company had waited too long to book?

Her colleagues who had joined her in the many, many toasts yet let her drive away?

The day-care worker who was already late having waited with the children for forty minutes, and, in a hurry to get home herself, pushed them out of her car since it was far too late and she was far too angry to have a word?

Even the ex-husband who had grabbed a last-minute offer to go skiing and begged off taking the children on the day of the staff party as planned?

The OPP officer had followed the tractor-trailer for about twenty miles and attested that Dale Terry, the driver, drove correctly and safely for the poor road conditions.

Despite being exonerated Dale, when he finally woke from his medically-induced coma, felt horribly, irrationally guilty. His recovery was slowed by the deep depression he fell into while mourning the tragic deaths of the two young children.
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Chapter Two
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Summer 2015

“Are any of those blueberries actually finding their way into your pail, pardner?”

Jake gave his grandfather a wide grin, showing off his blue-stained teeth, and proudly displayed his three-quarters full bucket of fruit. The two of them were picking wild blueberries on one of the hills by the highway near their homes.

Actually it was Jake’s home only for the summer. He was staying with his grandparents while his parents had some ‘alone time’ to see if they could salvage their marriage.

Nova Scotia in August should have been an eleven-year-old’s paradise but Jake was suffering through sullen, anxious, and angry moods. His grandparents were doing their best to distract, entertain, and hopefully, comfort the boy because they loved having him visit - despite the reason.

The blueberry-picking expedition was fun but it was just an excuse to get out of the house for some ‘man time’, and so Jake could hear more stories about the famous murders that he’d asked his grandfather about since Grandpa T had actually been there at the time.

“It was sooooo long ago!” exclaimed Jake.

“Well yeah I guess it was, I’m getting old, eh?”

“Yeah, you are.”

“Hey don’t sugarcoat it, kid!” laughed the old man in mock outrage. “And you’re right, it happened half, well just about half, my lifetime ago. Close enough for Government work.”

“You didn’t work for the Government, did you?”

“Huh, no way. But I did fill out so many forms for the Government that it sometimes felt like I did.”

“But you were just a truck driver, why did you have so much homework?”

“Nobody is ‘just a truck driver’, Jake. I mean I sincerely hope you’ll get a good education with maybe even university but never look down on people in the service industry. They keep the country’s businesses running. Remember the old slogan from the Ontario Trucking Association: if you got it, a truck brought it.”

“Okay, I see what you mean. Now tell me some more about the murders.”

They could only have these talks away from his grandmother because she thought Jake was too young to hear about such things, but actually it was Jake who first mentioned the killings. The sharing of secrets between the two males made the tales that much more thrilling.

“Tell me more about the highway murders, Grandpa T.” asked the boy.

Grandpa cocked his head and smiled saying: “Hmmph, just like Mr. T, eh? Do I remind you of him?”

“Remind me of who? I’ve never met a Mr. T.”

“Of course you haven’t, he’s the guy from that TV show, oh maybe that was before your time. It was called ‘The A-Team’, a group of mercenaries or something – good guys, I guess – and Mr. T was a big muscular black man with a Mohawk haircut and lots and lots of gold jewellery.” 

“Well that’s dumb, why would I think that? You’re not black and you sure don’t remind me of this Mr. T guy because I haven’t even ever heard about him. And what’s a Mohawk haircut? And it’s called ‘bling’, not jewellery. You’re supposed to say bling.” Jake added.

“Got it. First, tell me why you call me Grandpa T?”

“Because I’ve got another grandfather and I see him all the time since he lives near us and he told me to call him Grandpa C, for Cherwell since that used to be Mom’s name, so it just feels right to call you Grandpa T.”

“Good, I like it. Anyhow, a Mohawk haircut is supposed to look like an Indian haircut from way back when. It’s a strip of hair, two-three inches high and sticking straight up, down the centre of your head here” he reached over to demonstrate on Jake’s skull. “With the rest all shaved off.”

“Ugh, that sounds awful. Why would a black man wear an Indian hairstyle?”

“I don’t know but it suited him, I mean it went with his overall look, you know?”

“Sounds pretty dumb to me. Now, c’mon and tell me about the killings.”

Grandpa leaned closer and lowered his voice in a confiding manner: “Well, so long as you understand that this has just got to be between you and me, nobody else, right?”

“For sure. I won’t let on to my Gramma.”

“Especially not to your Grammy-Pammy and don’t tell any of the neighbours either”.

Giggling, Jake interrupted saying “She isn’t gonna like being called that.”

“I know!” exclaimed the old man with an eyebrow waggle that made the boy laugh harder. “She never did like it, not even years ago, and I’m not the only one who ever called her that.” He paused a moment, smiling at an old memory.

“OK, here goes. In the first few months of 1980 Canada had a series of murders especially brutal in their violence.. this isn’t going to scare you or anything, is it?”

“Noooo.” breathed Jake in a wide-eyed whisper. “Tell me about the famous policeman.”

“What famous policeman?”

“There’s always a famous policeman. I don’t know his name but there’s always some guy.”

“Hmm, well I don’t remember that. I do remember an Inspector Lund of the Winnipeg police department. I didn’t like him, which is probably why I remembered his name. I met him a couple of times, in Winnipeg and in Edmonton.  He got the ball rolling on the investigation and kept at it, but he always said that the connections were made by Cam Stillwell. Funny, I still remember that name, too. She was a lady with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police but not a police officer because they didn’t have women RCMP then. At least, I don’t think they did.”

“A lady detective!” exclaimed Jake, his eyes now bugging out in surprise.

“They say she didn’t actually become involved in the investigation until the fourth murder but perhaps it was really the fifth, or even the six because not all so-called unlawful killings come under the jurisdiction of the RCMP and the murderer may have killed earlier in the new year and nobody found out. There was really no way to ever know for sure.

I do remember some politicians complaining that the Government didn’t take the murders seriously or it would never have put a civilian in charge – and a woman, at that! There was also some talk that she was going to write a book about the investigation but couldn’t because of RCMP confidentiality except she wasn’t a member of the force... I don’t recall much about that part.”

As he spoke he realized that he could remember parts of that year with extreme clarity. Not that he had ever thought much about the murders. So much had happened that year – it was a big year for sports and an eventful time in the world and in his own life too. In fact, every time Willie Nelson came on the radio singing his version of ‘Help Me Make It Through The Night’ it was just like going back in time.

“That was the year that the Winter Olympics were held in Lake Placid, New York.”

“Have you ever been to New York, Grandpa T?”

“Once. And once was enough for me. I don’t really like Americans, they’re a different breed altogether. No stranger is ever really safe around those people, and you never really feel comfortable among them.”

“I’ve seen a lot of cars with American licence plates since I’ve been here.”

“That’s true, we do get plenty of tourists and I’m sure the town needs their money. I’m just getting sidetracked onto one of my pet gripes. OK, back to the murders.

Seven women were, as the newspapers put it ‘bludgeoned to death’ but connecting the crimes almost didn’t happen, you know. It was Mrs. Stillwell who put everything together and even then not until it was almost over. And still some questions have never been answered. You know all about Playboy Magazine, don’t you?”

Jake frowned at the sudden change of subject and looked away. He didn’t even like listening to sex talk with his friends. What he thought about having such a conversation with his elderly grandfather was evident from his expression.

“See, in 1980 there was a beautiful blonde from Vancouver called Dorothy Stratten and she was chosen ‘Playmate of the Year’ which was a really big deal back then and still is now, I guess. Mostly that title goes to an American girl. Anyhow, it was the murder of Dorothy Stratten, by her husband by the way, that finally bumped the mystery of the Trans-Canada killings out of the newspaper headlines.

Up until then the papers were full of speculation with specialists chiming in because FBI profiling was still fairly new and nobody knew about DNA evidence back then, I don’t think we had DNA in courtrooms until the 90s or something. So although all the details like the whys and hows, and all the facts were never actually spelled out the crimes were no longer news. See these victims weren’t famous or glamourous. Their horrible deaths were the only thing about them that was newsworthy. They were just regular women who had got themselves killed.”
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Monday February 18 to Wednesday February 20, 1980

The door to the Dispatch office of Big Sky Moving was already open although it wasn’t quite seven o’clock when Pamela arrived this morning. Arnie, the warehouseman, had, as usual, gotten in ahead of her. She could hear his radio playing.

Pamela was still on winter hours, meaning she could leave at 3:30 in the afternoon, but not for much longer. The busy season hadn’t started yet – that wouldn’t really kick-off until the kids were out of school. Already the bookings were coming in for a busier-than-usual Spring.

Corporations were trying to move as many employees as possible ahead of the summer rush. The Summer months were a busy time for everyone from real estate agents to carpet cleaners - even to small plumbing contractors hired to disconnect and secure the appliances for moving.

In addition, a lot of work was coming from companies who were relocating their businesses out of Quebec because of the language issue. Most were going to mid-sized communities in Ontario. Not Toronto, because the cost of housing was so high there.

It was standard policy for corporations to offer top management and executive staff low- or no-interest mortgages for the difference between their selling and buying prices when transferred to a higher-value real estate market.  A lot of corporations decided to come to Alberta to enjoy all the advantages offered to businesses here such as less bureaucracy – meaning cheaper set-up and licensing costs – and no provincial sales tax which reduced spending.

Most of their fellow van line agencies chose Big Sky as their destination agent because of its  reputation for good service. Since household furniture isn’t built to be moved claims for damages happen and Big Sky handled the job with quick efficiency. It had a good name for keeping everyone happy.

The destination agent also stored shipments until the owners arrived and new homes were ready. It provided set-up and unpacking services, often making a second trip at a later date to pick up the unwanted boxes.

Once the season got going Pamela would be working long hours over six and even seven days a week. Sundays were a wash-out with no shopping allowed, so Pamela tried to get groceries in on Saturdays. The end-of-day was a good time to buy perishables. On Sundays only entertainment facilities such as theatres, bowling alleys, and restaurants were open.

Contracts couldn’t be signed and money couldn’t be banked. Trucks couldn’t be on the road unless they were headed home and that had to be within a certain distance, statutes varied across the country. But it all meant Pamela would have a chance to get caught up with the invoicing, reporting, and other assorted paperwork requirements. Roughly two-and-a-half months of being crazy-busy when the company would earn the bulk of it’s annual income.

Meanwhile, working winter hours was good.

There was never much traffic at this time of day so it was always a quick drive in but it was leaving early that made a real difference to the drive. Her little Honda Civic was no longer the novelty car it had been in 1976 when she bought it but it still felt so teeny-tiny when driving down the freeway surrounded by tractor-trailers. They blocked out the sun!

Of course her co-workers always seemed to urgently need her attention when she was packing up for the day. Usually it was Fiona, head of the Sales department.

“Why do you have to leave now, where on earth do you go this early?” complained Fiona one afternoon.

“Actually to the office of one of your biggest clients.” Pamela retorted. “On Mondays and Thursdays I play in a bridge club that Craig Macallan told me about. His company provides the venue and coffee and it’s great. We play contract bridge and draw for partners from whoever shows up.”

“I didn’t know you played bridge! And what a sly dog Craig is, he never told me he’d been chatting you up.”

“He hasn’t been – he knows I know he’s married – but if he calls with a question about one of their moves and you’re not here then he asks for me and we get talking. He loves a gossip, doesn’t he?”

“Oh he’s an old woman and I love it, he keeps me up-to-date with all the goings-on which are plenty! He goes to the bathroom and hides in a stall so when there’s a particularly juicy story to tell. Well, it’s a big office, isn’t it? Lots of staff and lots of stories.   So tell me, have you met any cute guys there?”

“No, there are plenty of nice folks but competitive card games don’t bring out the best in people. Afterwards sometimes the winners will take the losers out for a drink but I usually don’t go because it always seems to turn into a re-hash of what hands were played poorly. Sometimes the blaming and shaming gets awkward.

There are a few people I enjoy going out with because they’re always a laugh but otherwise I don’t. Besides, I’m usually starving by time we finish and all I want to do is hit Harvey’s for a cheeseburger and fries.”

“Fast food isn’t good for you but I guess you never cook living on your own.”

“Of course I cook! In fact I’ll be roasting a turkey and a ham come Easter.”

“Really? But that’s so much food!”

“There’s a lot you can do with leftovers and I’ll make up meals and freeze them.”

Recalling this conversation made Pamela think again about inviting some friends to share her Easter meal but she really didn’t have any friends here except for co-workers. The truth was she was thinking about was inviting Dale – and Gerry too, of course – if they were in town.

She hung up her coat and went through to the office kitchen carrying the two coffee carafes which she rinsed before filling them with water. She loaded up a couple of filters with coffee and brought everything back to the coffee-maker in the Dispatch office.

She was busy thinking her thoughts while tidying up the coffee counter. She tossed out yesterday’s detritus of stir sticks, crumpled napkins, and a plastic spoon with a nasty coating of coffee whitener. She opened a new box of sugar cubes and added to it the few remaining from the old one. Pamela didn’t take any kind of sweetener herself but discovered that most of the men did and the office went through a lot of sugar.

The Easter holiday was still a ways away, the first weekend in April, but it was getting closer and she couldn’t make up her mind whether she wanted to host a dinner after all. And what day would she choose? Probably the Saturday, because Easter Sunday or even Easter Monday were reserved for family. But of course lots of people made plans for Saturday nights.

Good Friday might work out, pretty much everything was closed that day, but would it be in bad taste – she smirked to herself at the pun – to have a meal? Were any of her guests Catholic and if so were they staunch Catholics who fasted or didn’t eat any kind of meat that day? This was getting complicated.

What if only one of the guys was in town: would he get the wrong idea? She could ask Suzi and her boyfriend to come too but would that look like she was trying to make a date? So much for a fun, casual get-together! She was getting into knots about it. “I’ll probably end up doing nothing at all and calling myself a coward.” she thought.

Meanwhile, this quiet time in the office was her chance to get started on the paperwork. Arnie would be coming in any minute now that the coffee was ready. She poured her own cup and was soon immersed in her job scheduling trucks and crews to handle the upcoming moves.
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Monday February 18 to Wednesday February 20, 1980

“Dispatch, Pamela Wright speaking.”

“♫ I’m back in the saddle again. Back where a friend is a friend.. ♫” sang Gerry Tanner before Pamela’s laughter interrupted him.

“Well isn’t it good to hear from you out there on the road singing your fool head off.”

“It’s good to be back at work. I miss being on the road and I really missed you, Perfect Pammy.”

“Don’t call me Pammy.” she replied automatically. “How are you feeling? Where are you now, what are you doing, and where are you going?”

“Sometimes I get a bit headache-y but otherwise all good. I’m in Trenton, I just delivered on the Base. Then I’m taking my Cold Lake load straight through to Halifax. I think Van Line Dispatch must have been feeling sorry for me because they’ve given me a really great trip in and out.”

“Hey, you’re a hero and we’re all glad you’re healed up and back to work.”

“No big deal, I’ve got a hard head and that’s not all...”

“Give it a rest. Listen Dale’s heading East too, he filled out with a load from Grande Prairie for Proctor and Gamble. He was still in Ontario when he called yesterday but said he should be in Halifax tonight or tomorrow.”

“I’ll catch up with him late tomorrow. I haven’t heard from him but that’s because the CB is jammed up with everybody talking about the murder just outside Kingston. I should get a phone in the truck.”

“What murder?”

“They just discovered this body near the road, a woman. Somebody beat the hell out of her then dumped her on the side of the highway. Traffic’s being diverted where they can and down to one lane where they can’t so they’re backed up for miles. I’m parking it till the road’s fully open again. Hopefully just a couple of hours or so.”

“Was she a hitchhiker?” Pamela asked.

“Nobody knows but everyone on the air’s got a theory: she’s a hitchhiker, she’s an American who sneaked across the border, she’s some trucker’s wife, she’s some trucker’s girlfriend, she was running away from someone or she was chasing after someone. She was naked, she was fully clothed, she’s young, she’d old, she’s Native or White or Black – take your pick ’cause everybody’s got something to say.”

“And you’re right in there saying your bit too, right?”

“I’m having a blast telling them how I just spoke to a guy at the gas station who’s brother-in-law’s with the OPP and he gave me the inside scoop and I’m making it up as I go along and everybody’s listening like it’s gospel.”

“Well you sure do tell a good story.” Pamela couldn’t help laughing as she reprimanded Gerry saying: “It’s really not a laughing matter, some poor woman is dead and it sounds like she died badly.”

“That’s true but nobody’s really thinking much about her they’re all bitching about the cops shutting down the Trans-Canada and how their schedules are getting all screwed up.

It’s only the very beginning of the season and yet there are lots of familiar voices on the radio, and plenty of pals in the truck stops, too. It’s good to see folks again. Actually I enjoy the chit-chat on the radio so maybe I wouldn’t use a phone much.”

“Gerry vehicle phones are a huge cost, I mean they’re such a new thing and you’d probably need to re-wire – they have long antennas, right? So for the minimal added convenience do you really think it would be worth the cost?”

“I guess not, it’s just I was listening to Bell...”

Pamela interrupted saying “Oh you hate him, why would you listen to a word Marshall Bell says?”

“Yeah you’re right I can’t stand him but he was talking about how he calls up his girlfriend when he’s out on the road late at night and they talk and the talk turns sexy and Pammy I could call you and we’d sure burn up the phone lines.”

“Seriously stop calling my Pammy, everyone’s started doing that and I don’t like it. And if you think you’re going to phone me late at night for steamy sex chats you couldn’t be more wrong!”

“I know you really want me but feel you have to hide your longing while we’re at work and I understand, it’s cool.” Even Gerry chuckled at what he was saying.

“Oh just stop, you’re such a goofy guy. Anyhow, if it turns out this killing is a real mystery maybe there will be something on tonight’s news?”

“I’ll let you know what I hear, it might just be a local story.”
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Monday February 18 to Wednesday February 20, 1980

Being handed a hot cup of Tim Horton’s coffee brought a delighted smile to Constable Jenny Renwick’s face. The cold had given her a rosy glow and she radiated the cliched ‘picture of health’ of a mother-to-be.

Sgt Zadravec smiled fondly at the young woman. Although she herself had raised her family and finished with marriage years ago she could still enjoy Jenny’s infectious happiness. And it wasn’t like her family life had been a grim ordeal or anything.

Noreen had already joined the OPP when she met her husband, a Croatian from Yugoslavia, and continued to work throughout their marriage. He liked to cook which was a huge plus since her shifts often overran her scheduled work hours. The overtime money always came in handy when it came to outfitting two growing boys in sports gear, especially since the financial burden usually fell on her.

Unfortunately both parents missed attending games too many times. Noreen because of her job and her husband because of his gambling. Racetrack staff saw more of him than his family did. The result was that the brothers relied only on each other and grew independent of their parents. There had been good family times but just not enough to hold the four of them together.

Young Jenny and her husband will do things very differently, thought Noreen. 

Peter Renwick was an earnest young man who attended the pre-natal classes with his wife and even went on his own when she couldn’t make it.

He planned to be an active part of the child-rearing from diaper duty to bedtime stories to endless loads of laundry – starting in the delivery room. While having Dads alongside was becoming more common the majority of men weren’t in there holding their wives’ hands and encouraging them to push.

Noreen was certain Peter would be apologizing to Jenny each time she cried out in pain. She had strongly recommended having the epidural needle despite the current trend for delivering mothers to forego the drug. 

She encouraged his enthusiasm for shared parenting since it would help Jenny achieve a good position in the Provincial Police force. With Peter’s support she’d be able to go away on training courses and sign up for the many seminars that were necessary to those officers who were serious about advancing in their careers. There were still too few females in today’s police force.

Meanwhile Jenny was stuck out here on the Trans-Canada this chilly afternoon maintaining a perimeter to preserve a crime scene. This is where the victim’s body was discovered.

Two lanes were closed which reduced traffic to a crawl. None of the westbound highway lanes were barricaded but drivers slowing down for a look caused significant delays in both directions.

There was nothing to see since the fatal beating hadn’t happened at the side of the busy road but curiosity is an integral part of human nature. When people heard how the woman died they’d be back rubbernecking in the hopes of spotting blood.

“Too bad some of these Lookie-Loos couldn’t see some of the gore we’ve had to deal with, eh Sarge? That would cure them of being so curious and excited about somebody’s violent death.”

“You’re just grumpy because you’re cold, Jenny. Otherwise you would never wish something like that on the public.”

Being reminded of the cold made Jenny stamp her feet, trying to ease the numbness. It seemed like her big pregnant stomach was the only part of her body that was warm. The dead woman was in her thoughts and she wondered if the victim had been a mother.

“Do we know who she was yet?”

Noreen untangled Jenny’s poor grammar and answered: “The victim had identification in her purse, at least in the purse that was found a couple of metres from her body and assumed to be her purse, but the address is Saskatchewan. So we don’t know for sure if it is her purse. And if it is we don’t know if she’s a visitor or if she moved here awhile back and hasn’t gotten an Ontario licence yet or what.”

“Maybe she just moved here? like now. If so, that might explain why nobody’s looking for her because they don’t know she hasn’t arrived. That didn’t come out right, I mean, no one knows she’s not where she’s supposed to be. Or at least, no one knows yet because if there was solid information they’d give us the word to wrap up this crime scene and move on, right?”

“Yeah, maybe she was in the middle of a move. Sure was one hell of a welcoming committee – as if moving house isn’t bad enough!”
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Monday February 18 to Wednesday February 20, 1980

The killer was thinking about the Kingston murder too.

The whole Morin family had been there when he arrived to deliver but the man took off when a couple of guys came by to pick him up. That gave the wife something else to gripe about.

“I don’t get any help and it’s not like I even wanted to move. I was nicely settled in where I was, even thinking about going after a part-time job to earn a bit of my own, but no, he puts in for the transfer and before I know it here we are. Right back where we started from.”

Meanwhile the kids ran from room to room checking out their new home their shrill voices calling to each other to come see this or that. Their ever-increasing level of excitement meant pretty soon they’d be fighting or crying or both.  

Their mother screamed at them to shut up and slapped the biggest kid, a girl, on the side of the head. Tears stood in her eyes but she didn’t cry – instead one of the younger ones started wailing until Mom threatened to give her something to cry about.

Into this scene walked a woman saying “Is this any way to greet your Auntie Dorrie? Come and give me a kiss.” And as the children clustered round her she smiled at their mother saying, “Hey Stacey, I know how crazy the whole moving thing is so I thought I’d take the kids out of your hair until these guys are finished. Afterwards you’re all coming to our place for dinner.”

“Your husband’s already been by to steal mine away.”

“Brian was here? Oh, well you know what brothers are like. He is so thrilled that you guys have moved back here. And I am too, of course, and so are your cousins,” she said to the children, “so let’s go meet up with them, OK?” To a chorus of noisy agreement she shooed the kids out before turning back and saying to the movers “Will a couple of hours do it?”

“I’ll walk out with you.” said Stacey Morin. 

She was back again a few minutes later saying: “She means well but she does not think. I mean, what I need is a couple of jugs of milk, some juice, and bread. But the last thing I want to do is go to the store with hyperactive kids – this whole moving thing is really unsettling for them too – so I guess I’ll have to wait for my husband to show up and God only knows when that’ll be. No doubt that brother of his has taken him to the bar so he’s only thinking about beer for himself not milk for his kids which is typical.”

The driver turned to the crew he’d hired asking if they could get a ride back to their warehouse with the crew that came to unpack.

“Then I could give the lady a lift to the grocery store if you know where one is near here.”

“Sure, it’s only a couple of blocks remember where we turned left to come into this subdivision? Well if we’d turned right we’d have come to a big IGA.”

“Oh that’s not far at all so I can drive you if you like.”

“Oh would you? That would be great. You’d only have to drop me off and I’ll remember the route and can walk back. I’m only buying stuff for breakfast.”

“Sure thing. As soon as we get the rest of the furniture in then you and I will go while these guys set up and unpack.”

He couldn’t say why he’d made the offer. He didn’t mind helping people out but he didn’t much like this woman. He didn’t like her complaining and he wasn’t happy about the way she treated her kids or spoke about her husband or her sister-in-law. She seemed the type to always find fault and nag about it. So why on earth had he said he’d take her grocery shopping?

Afterwards he still didn’t know the answer. 

He’d dropped the lady at the front of the store then waited in the parking lot till she finished. He knew that when a woman said she was going to pick up two or three things it always ended up being two or three bags’ worth. So he was going to drive her back except... well things inside his head got all tangled up in blackness, blackness that turned red.  

It gets dark while it’s still afternoon in February. The killer was able to push her body, along with the two bags of food she’d bought, out of the truck with no one noticing a thing.

Since there was no car left in the grocery store’s parking lot, or disabled on the side of the road, the police concluded that the victim had accepted a lift from a stranger while walking home with her shopping.
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Chapter Seven
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Monday, February 18 to Wednesday, February 20

Pamela was trying to think objectively about Dale Terry but without much success. He was the only person she’d ever met whose surname could have been his Christian name. She’d only noticed that the other day when writing out a list alphabetizing the employees by last name, first name. She knew of some famous people with names like that - John Wayne, for example, and Terry Thomas. Also the author Jacqueline Susann. She smiled to herself wondering if it was possible that someday the name Dale Terry would be famous.

She wondered where he was – Gerry said he hadn’t heard yet – and then she wondered when she’d hear from him herself. She couldn’t deny she found Dale attractive, but she was determined to keep her feelings secret.

A relationship with one of her drivers, even though as a broker he was a contractor rather than an employee, wouldn’t be appropriate. It would undermine her authority. Females in this job were rare and there were already enough men walking into the dispatch office with a chip on their shoulders ready to argue or complain about the arrangements she’d made for their work.

She couldn’t stop anyone from talking behind her back but she preferred to leave them speculating about her personal life instead of giving them facts. Even friendly fellows sometimes tried to embarrass her if they had an audience.

“Pamela, how come you’re so secretive about your private life?”

“Because it wouldn’t be private otherwise.”

“Well, you’re not married, right?”

“Why do you ask?”

“No reason, just making conversation.”

“I see. Is this the kind of conversation the guys at your wife’s office have with her?”

“My wife works in a store at the mall.”

And by time Pamela had replied with a comment like: “Oh, so she really gets to meet lots of new people all the time, hmm?” the rest of the workers had already joined in to tease the man which enabled her to end her participation.

But the questions and remarks continued and none of that changed the fact that whenever she was talking to Dale on the phone she couldn’t help but notice how deep his voice was, or how happy he sounded – except that time he was angry after an argument with van line dispatch and called her ‘Baby’. She figured he didn’t even notice what he’d said.

Sometimes there would be a lengthy pause making it clear that neither one of them was ready to end the call yet and she’d catch herself holding her breath but... she always made sure she was the one to say goodbye first.

He’d asked her out for a drink once, not long after they’d first met, and although she’d said no – she’d already gotten into her car to head home – she had hoped he’d ask her out again.
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Chapter Eight
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Thursday February 21 – Sunday February 24, 1980

Christie Baird looked down at her sister’s body and something inside her snapped, something that said: “I just can’t take any more, and I won’t deal with this”.

There had simply been too much in too little a time. She couldn’t absorb anything new, she was beyond handling another crisis. There had been too much upset, too much stress, too much falling on to her shoulders to deal with and she’d had enough.

First that awful phone-call from Alberta about the fire that destroyed the cabin the Bluetts had rented for the holidays: her nieces dead, her brother-in-law dead, her sister in hospital – burned and in shock.

Then the long flight with three plane changes from Halifax to Grande Prairie. 

Then dealing with everyone and everything: the move, the pulp mill where her brother-in-law had worked, the real estate agent, the bank, the insurance company, and the movers.

Accomplishing all of this to shelter Tammy while struggling with her own shock, and grief and exhaustion. Somehow Christie got through all of that. 

Next, getting Tammy out of the hospital in an almost zombie-like state then travelling the lengthy journey back home with her, not knowing what to say or how to fix the mess because it was impossible to make things better.

Once they were back in Halifax Robin had helped tremendously. It wasn’t easy living these past three weeks with Tammy and the ghosts of her family. Robin had found her a place to rent and finally, when the moving truck full of Tammy’s furniture arrived, Tammy was at last showing an interest in something. Eager, in fact, to reunite with her possessions, the tangible reminders of her loved ones.

They knew she there was no way to fit everything into her apartment but now wasn’t the time to sort out what they should sell, discard, or store. Instead they had crammed the rooms full and would deal with the next step when Tammy was ready.

Although Christie knew they had a long ways to go at least they’d left the nightmare landscape of the previous weeks behind. Tammy was now able to begin the long slow process of coming to terms with the tragedy. Finally, it looked like they might be able to start patching up the holes that had been left in their lives with the tragic deaths of their dear family.

That was yesterday. The relief and release had lasted for only one day.

Today Tammy herself was dead, her face black with bruises and blue with asphyxiation. Tammy hadn’t killed herself. Tammy had been murdered and Christie’s mind simply refused to deal with one more thing. She covered the confusion of thoughts by screaming.

A neighbour heard the screams and, knowing nothing about the new people who’d moved in next-door, called the police to report an assault of some kind. By this time Christie had been with her sister’s battered body for almost half-an-hour.

When the police arrived Christie’s voice was almost gone.
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Chapter Nine
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Thursday February 21 – Sunday February 24, 1980

Dale sat behind the wheel of his truck feeling restless, unsettled, and not knowing why.

He was a bit headache-y but that wasn’t anything new, not since getting out of the hospital. The doctors all said it was to be expected, he’d taken a violent blow and it would take time to heal fully. But months had passed and the headaches weren’t fading. If anything, they were becoming stronger and, well, not more frequent because the pain had never stopped, but more intense. Sometimes black-out strong. Was he getting migraines?

A real pressure behind his eyes, at the top of his skull, at the base of his skull, in fact all over. He could live with it, and had started getting used to it, but he looked forward to the time when the constant ache was gone.

The bitter cold was a distraction from the pain. The temperatures in Alberta had been much colder but the dryness there makes a difference. Here in the Maritimes the wind off the ocean was numbing and it felt so much colder.

He’d just finished his daily call to Pamela Wright, his dispatcher, and as always it was good to hear her voice. She was pleased to have him back at work again and that made him feel good.

He’d asked her out for a drink when she first started working at Big Sky Moving but she’d turned him down, claiming she already had plans, That might have been true since it was a last-minute offer. At the time he figured she wasn’t interested but he thought he should ask again when he got back to Edmonton.

She was a pretty girl and smart too. In most moving companies her job was done by a man but Pamela handled the work with ease and efficiency. She was well-liked and respected and Dale felt respectful towards her.

It might be that she was that friendly and warm with every guy who phoned but he didn’t  think so. He felt there might be something more. He smiled at the thought that maybe she could cure his headaches.

Thinking of the headaches brought his thoughts back to the accident, never far from his conscious mind since it had happened less than three months ago.

He was grateful to the doctors who operated on him, the nurses who looked after him, and the physiotherapists who got him back on his feet. He’d been helpless in the hands of strangers who had treated him with care and compassion.

His head had taken a hard blow in the accident but he was lucid and talking so being sent to hospital was just a precaution until discovering he couldn’t get off the stretcher when the ambulance arrived. He couldn’t walk. Turned out he’d damaged his spine but it was an injury that could heal and through the good efforts of a lot of medical professionals he was back on his feet again.

His struggle with depression, guilt, and blame – after all, two innocent children were dead – was almost as difficult to overcome as his physical rehabilitation. But the social workers on the hospital staff had helped him and yes, he was thankful to have encountered such genuinely kind people and that gratitude definitely shaped his attitude and aided his recovery.

Those were good thoughts but still his head ached. 

The usual dull reminder was now an insistent throb pounding away. He put his hand up to shade his eyes, the light (although twilight, already) was bothering him. He couldn’t shake the pain. You can’t close your eyes, even briefly, when driving a tractor-trailer unit in a city the size of Halifax but all of a sudden that’s what he wanted more than anything: to close his eyes and close his mind and drift off into peaceful, unknowing sleep.

Something shifted inside his brain and switched him into auto-pilot mode away from any consciousness of the pain and the horror of the memory.
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Chapter Ten
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Thursday February 21 – Sunday February 24, 1980

Suzi looked a little dazed when she came from the boss’s office into dispatch to fetch herself a coffee. Pamela smiled remembering how long she herself had taken to get used to Eddie Ferragamo’s intense personality.

He was relatively young to have built up such a big business. His wife had held a surprise party at the office for his fortieth a few years back and he was a trim, fit man. 

He had unusual looks for an Italian, Pamela thought, until she learned that his sandy-coloured hair and blue eyes were common in the northern part of the country where his parents were born.

But by far the most unusual thing about Eddie was his focus and concentration on whomever he was speaking with. He’d stare right into your eyes, leaning in close, making you feel you had to choose your words with care because he was so interested and he was listening so intently.

Those blue eyes sparked while his gaze darted across your face. He leaned in and would lightly touch your hand or shoulder or arm as if strengthening the connection. It was intense.

Generally it took females awhile to realize that Eddie wasn’t coming on to them and that his manner was the same with men or women. Pretty soon they found his demeanour comforting enough to confide, even to flirt with him, and he was popular with the guys, too.

Once she’d gotten over the discomfort his intense scrutiny had caused Pamela at first she found that Eddie was one of her favourite people to talk to. He chatted openly about his family and their experiences, co-workers, friends and competitors in the industry – Pamela knew he must talk about her too but also knew his words would be kindly. 

When Dale had that horrible accident Eddie hurried straight to the hospital, even though it was very close to Christmas and meant he’d miss out on a number of get-togethers with his extended family. He’d phoned Pamela a couple of times each day with progress reports, sharing her concern, which she very much appreciated.

Of course Dale’s medical treatment was covered since he was in a Canadian hospital but Pamela knew Eddie had deposited a generous ‘bonus’ into Dale’s bank account to cover costs while he was unable to work. The independent drivers had to pay their own Workers’ Compensation premiums and always wanted to keep costs down as much as they could. Of course in this case the lawyers for Workers Comp would be busy chasing down any possible repayment through the insurance companies of the vehicles involved.

Eddie Ferragamo was a great boss and an extremely nice man, Pamela felt very lucky to work for him. She knew Suzi would come to feel that way as well in time. 

Meanwhile the girl looked shell-shocked and no doubt she had half-a-dozen or more commissions (“phone so-and-so and say...”, “go thank the
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