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Chapter One

 


A close-run
thing…

 


 


The baying pack of frenzied dogs kept
on the scent. Straining at the leash, their barks rang out on the
still evening air, reverberating softly before being absorbed by
the softly-falling December snow and surrounding cedars. Underfoot,
wet leaves and mossy debris would hold the scent yet suck up the
noise of his passing.

The big cat paused, sniffing the air.
He cautiously padded across a shallow stream, knowing that this
barrier was not enough to keep them at bay. He kept moving, aware
of the stabbing beams of flashlights and the strident voices of men
with guns, pitched high in excitement and suspense. The calls rang
out all around him, hitting his eardrums from all sides. They were
getting closer, but the need to out-think them far outweighed the
need for speed. The cougar slunk under every barrier to their
progress he could find. He went under low-hanging boughs and
squeezed through crevices in the rock-strewn slope, occasionally
changing tactics by climbing up some craggy boulder. He soon
realized it would not be enough. At every turn, they got a little
closer, and he had no choice but to keep the wind at his back. To
lead them into the wind would be fatal. He couldn’t afford to trade
minute for minute with all of those pursuers. A minute of life was
all he had to work with. To die here would be the ultimate
expression of futility. With several parties of dogs and hunters,
they would inevitably tire him out and run him into the ground.
There was nowhere to run, no place to hide. They would get him
either way. While the big cat had a good turn of speed when
necessary, he was not a running animal in any sense of the word,
and climbing a tree would just mean his death.

He knew that. There were no cliffs that
they would not scale, no caves or crevices that they would not
enter, no river that they would not eventually cross. They had
radios and cell phones. They had trucks and guns. They were
intelligent. He couldn’t deny it, even if it was a sick and
furtive, sneaky and dishonest kind of thinking on their part. There
was no recourse, no appeal, no tribunal to overturn the decision.
There was no law out here in the dark of night. The dogs were
running him in shifts, and his lungs sobbed for breath and life.
Despite his superb fitness, his heart felt like it would explode
out of his chest.

Finally he could run no more. The road
up ahead wouldn’t slow them down, and it offered no refuge to the
quarry. He was out of options. Suddenly his heart leapt, having
recognized this place. All he needed was a moment out of time, as
the baying of the hounds changed to a different note. Maybe the
dogs had caught a whiff of his desperation.

The big cat was home, as good a place
as any to die.

Jeff McCabe and Harry Morden held up,
catching each other’s eyes for a second.

Grinning in excitement and triumph,
their hearts raced in exhilaration, with boozy breath stinging
their nostrils, sharpening the senses and making the air crisp and
clean.

“Let ‘em off?” asked Harry
in excitement. “He can’t get out of there.”

He beckoned at a crusty bank of snow,
with an impressively clear set of wide, fat tracks going up and
over into the thickest of the woods. Hardened by the cycle of melt
and freeze, the broken crust spoke of a big, heavy, predatory
feline.

“Now, that’s what I call a
fuckin’ panther,” said Harry, his lungs up around his throat. “For
sure.”

He was finding it hard to get enough
oxygen.

It was true. The cat’s tracks indicated
entry into a small box canyon where a noisy stream issued from a
cleft in the rocks, falling in a series of shelves and waterfalls
to the valley below. The two, having hunted together for some
years, knew the place well.

There were fifteen-metre cliffs ringing
it. Good drinking water, they used to camp up there when they were
kids. Up through the narrow cleft in the valley wall, the back end
of it couldn’t be more than two hundred metres away.

A crashing of dry branches, which stuck
off the trunks of jack pines and black spruce all around them,
announced the arrival of Slick Wilson and Ted Hiltz, their pack
straining at the leash. Jeff pointed off to his left. With the
heavy, twelve-volt sealed-beam flashlight tugging on his already
aching arm, he probed the darkness, looking for the green gleam of
the cat’s eyes.

“Get on over there,” he
called, pointing.

No need for stealth, as he reached for
his push-to-talk radio, clipped onto his broad leather belt,
stitched in Navajo patterns, with its three-inch golden belt
buckle. Harry hung onto the dogs for dear life.

“You guys up there, he’s in
the bag, just you boys fan out along the rim,” he ordered. “No one
shoots until I give the word.”

The radio crackled harshly in some
incoherent response, all of them talking at once, and he winced at
the hellish squeal. The hysterical yelps of the hounds contributed
to the chorus from hell, making it hard to hear himself think. The
sounds of Jim Nesbitt and Hank Murgatroyd pulling their packs back
from the rim came over the still evening air.

He grinned. Them dogs sure sounded mad.
Left to themselves, he wondered if they would jump off the edge in
their rage.

The boys were slipping the leashes,
each holding a pair of dogs back by the collar and sheer force of
will. Knowing what came next, the trembling hounds moaned and
whimpered, straining and pulling at the hands that held them. Their
eyes rolled in desperate fury, moist and with plenty of white
around the edges from all the excitement.

“All right now,” he waited
for silence on the radio, and then pressed the button again. “Take
it nice and slow, and don’t run out in front of your partner’s
gun,” he instructed. “We’re gonna loose ‘em now.”

He nodded at Harry and Slick, and
Teddy, faces taut and eyes wide in adrenalin. Jeff looked them over
and nodded.

“Go get ‘im,” yelled Slick,
and they all let go of the collars, un-slinging their guns off
their shoulders, and spreading out in a row.

The dogs pelted into the trees, looking
like specters until the branches bent and folded and swung back
into place. The progress of the dogs up the hill could by traced by
following the yelps and yaps, picturing the terrain in one’s mind’s
eye. They all stood staring into the brush, black and cold. Two of
them had lights, two of them were ready to shoot, that was the
drill. Jeff McCabe was the leader by self-appointment and mutual
consent.

“The girls surely don’t lack
for enthusiasm,” quipped Hiltz, holding up the .273 to sweep the
area. One little snick and the bolt was cocked. The glare of the
lights made his pudgy face a mean and ugly thing to see.

Jeff grinned at his thoughts. Hiltzy
was a homely son of a bitch, but he had a heart of gold. As for
McCabe, his life was like something out of a movie
sometimes.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


He squatted by the fire pit,
miserable with cold…

 


 


Jean Gagnon squatted miserably by the
fire pit, shaking with cold. The fire had been pre-laid hours ago,
but the wood and kindling, damp with snow, rain and ever-present
fog, was being stubborn.

Holding a stainless-steel lighter under
the birch bark, the knuckles of his right hand began to sting and
burn. He held on for another minute. Finally he was rewarded with a
golden-yellow tongue of flame, licking up and biting into fresh
pine shavings, white and curly.

The resinous, acrid smoke bit into the
back of his throat as he crouched down even lower and gently blew
the fire into life. He could see the camp better now, as he
switched off his pocket flashlight to conserve the
batteries.

Standing up, a moment of dizziness
passed, but he clenched down hard on his diaphragm and took a
couple of deep, forceful breaths to steady himself. Still slightly
woozy, he kept his balance, noting the tiny curlicues in his vision
that come from low blood pressure in the head. Dogs were baying
close by, they were very close, and then the animals stormed into
his clearing, eyes white and hard, several of them, running at
breakneck speed, then quickly turning, slowing up and making a
beeline for him. The fire, and the fact that he stood straight and
tall, was the only thing that saved him from a mauling. More dogs
raced around behind him, in great, gasping, curving arcs, smashing
through the underbrush. A moment of anger swept over him, but he
resisted the urge to yell or growl at them. He stood very still, as
a wave of fear washed over him, making every finger and toe tingle.
One big black bruiser came up and was about to leap up onto his
chest, jaws slavering in white foam as it barked like a mad thing.
Jean’s jaws clamped down hard.

“Get the fuck out of here,”
he shouted, even as others circled in behind of him.

Jean’s hair stood up on the back of his
neck, his heart was pounding in fear, and down in his guts he felt
the horrible pulse-pulse-pulse of adrenal juices. The dog dropped
down in front of him and growled deep in its big chest, poised to
spring.

He stared into the eyes of
death.

“Go on! Get!” he bellowed,
as the biggest ones dropped onto their haunches and bared their
teeth, yellow eyes locked on his own.

Growls and snarls came from all sides.
He was surrounded. The gleaming collars and clean coats of these
animals was no proof of ownership or civility. He sidled closer to
the fire, noticing that they didn’t back off or seem afraid of it.
They sat in a ring, one or two belly-down, feral in their intense
desire to get at him. He had no idea what was holding them
back.

“Fuck you!” he shouted, and
they didn’t even flinch.

His knees were knocking, and he hated
them at that moment, even in their instinctive ignorance. Jean
didn’t care if it wasn’t personal to them, it felt personal to him
right then. The hatchet was only an arm’s length away, for all the
good it would do. They would tear him apart if he went for it, and
once that started, there was nothing in the world that could save
him. That much was clear. There came a crashing in the brush
further down, and he saw lights stabbing through the trees, as all
the dogs in the world seemed to be here in his face, barking and
yelping in uncontrollable, quivering excitement. He had the
horrible feeling that a half a step back and they would leap on
him. Several voices were raised in exclamation and question…lights
in his face…

“Get these fucking bastards
off of me,” he shouted in anger and disgust.

The growling and barking only
intensified as two…three…four men with raised rifles stalked into
the area of his campsite with looks of sheer, raw, disbelief on
their sallow, weasel-like faces.

“You assholes! Get these
fucking animals under control,” he told them in no uncertain
terms.

He stood there stock-still, waiting to
see what happened next. After seven years in hell, you would think
life would cut him a break once in a while.

“If you’re going to shoot
me, I sure hope that thing’s legally registered.”

The man, less than three metres away,
gaped at Jean in awe.

“Who the fuck are you?” the
voice came, yet the barrel didn’t drop.“Point that thing the other
way,” Jean said. “And get these damned dogs off of me.”

These men with their flashlights
pointing in his face were seriously pissing him off, with their
mouths hanging open and all those dogs growling.

“For Christ’s sakes,” he
said. “Are you all fucking brain dead?”

Finally one of them lowered his weapon,
and then they all did. Slinging their guns over their shoulders,
they hastily began to get the animals under control, sorting them
out and snapping safety lines on their necks. The dogs didn’t like
this very much, and it took some time to get them tied off to a
tree out of reach on the other side of the clearing. Jean was
uncomfortably aware of all those white-rimmed eyes staring at him
out of the darkness and watching his every twitch and movement. His
knees went slack, and he wondered if he was going to fall down.
Moving to a stump set by the fire, he sat there heavily, trying to
get a grip on himself. Shaking his head, he rubbed whiskers with
both hands, shivering, tired and cold. He wasn’t in the mood to be
sociable at this exact moment in time. The blaze crackled and
snapped, but it was no comfort at all.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” said
one of the men. “It’s a good thing you didn’t try to run,
Mister.”

Voices and barking could be heard from
up on the rim, as he sat there in silence, trying to get his breath
back.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


The radio was calling for
whiteouts on the way home…

 


 


The radio was calling for whiteouts on
the way home when an emergency bulletin broke into the hourly
weather forecast. Bleak night was falling, with no shadows to
highlight the differences in the terrain. The washed-out sun was
hidden by low-lying clouds. It was December 17, eight more shopping
days until Christmas.

“Police have closed off a
section of Highway 17 between Pembridge and Scudmore.”

Dwayne Rogerson’s high-pitched, nasal
voice crackled over the dashboard speakers. The man always sounded
as if he were speaking through a kazoo. Janet Herbert couldn’t
stand the fellow’s news reports, always so complimentary to the
established order, far out of proportion to any actual
effectiveness on their part. In this neck of the woods there
weren’t a lot of choices on the band. The much mellow FM was
non-existent this far up the Ottawa valley.

“A propane truck has
jackknifed and gone into the ditch just south of Minnesapawa
Junction,” the details followed a familiar outline. “Police and
emergency crews are on the scene. Motorists are asked to avoid the
area or take other routes. Drivers are advised to avoid travel if
possible through the area as the semi-tractor has been
leaking.”

A glance in the mirror showed Ashley,
her three and a half year-old daughter, happily gazing out the side
window at the pretty snowflakes and the snow-covered trees,
standing out in stark contrast to the black soil of a farmer’s
field. Jason, nine years old last October, and the man of the
house, met her eyes in solemn maturity. Jason loved maps, and hoped
to be a wildlife biologist someday. But how could she ever save for
his education? It was a perpetual worry, always lurking in the back
of her mind.

“We’d better take the
turnoff, mom,” he suggested, peering out through the windscreen,
squinting at the kilometre posts scudding past at the side of the
road.

“Okay, honey,” Janet said,
smiling at her son, yet with a lump in her heart.

He was growing up so fast. Her son was
the spitting image of Don, killed in a construction cave-in only
four years ago. Don went down into a trench to clear the thick mud
from the end of a pump, and while Ashley seemed unaffected by the
absence of a father, Jason had taken it very hard. The fact that
all their savings had been tied up in materials and tools for the
custom home being built for a fairly well-to-do client merely
compounded the damage the family suffered.

Lately Jason was more aware of his
mother’s struggle to make ends meet, and his attempts to help her,
to make his mom’s life easier, were more heartbreaking than her
daughter’s cheerful innocence. There were times when it seemed the
only thing holding them together was love, and hope, and the kids’
ignorance of the true situation. Janet was three months pregnant
with Ashley at the time of Don’s death. But the responsibility of
coping, being the sole provider, forced her to focus to the extent
that she was numbed beyond grief. Everyone kept telling her how
brave she was, when she was just unable to express her grief
properly. She simply didn’t have time at first. Don’s accident
created a financial crisis that hadn’t let up for a day or even a
minute. Janet was beginning to realize that you couldn’t repress it
all forever. She was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. The four
years since Don’s passing had melted into an instant. She could
only look back through a kind of tunnel-vision. Otherwise it just
hurt too much.

The turn signal’s click-click-click
gave her respite, something neutral to focus on, and she absently
reached over and squeezed his shoulder. The road seemed good, with
no twitches and slips from the front wheels as the tires bit into
the tarmac. With a thin grin on her lips she accelerated carefully
up to about fifty kilometres an hour as the sky and land blended
into one pale dimensionless aura. They were flying through a cloud
rather than driving, the bumps and pitting of the surface her only
interface with the reality that was Blackmore Road. The two-lane
blacktop was deserted even at this early hour, but then she saw the
glimmer of headlights of an approaching car to confirm that she was
indeed driving on a surface inhabited by other human beings.
Shifting the manual transmission into third gear, she briefly
regretted scrapping the Lumina, but the truck was at least solid.
The bottoms of the doors and fenders were flapping on her car when
she called the wreckers, mostly because a friend of a friend said
she might get fifty dollars for it. This turned out to be true. It
was stunning how fast the money went, and yet she had been hoping
to buy Jason a pair of shoes. It just hadn’t happened. Milk, bread,
twenty bucks worth of gas for the truck…shoes came last.

With a swish the oncoming vehicle
passed, as her wipers slapped back and forth. They entered a patch
with white hanging forest on each side, and their intimate little
world was reduced to just the three of them. Janet didn’t mind
driving on snow. The howling of the big six-ply snow tires on Don’s
old crew-cab work truck was much-reduced, the clunking and rattling
of the steering box was absorbed, and with the heater pushing great
gobs of warm air, it was a snug and secure, peaceful feeling her
little family enjoyed, as a bunch of dogs barking ‘Jingle Bells’
emanated from the radio. No matter if they didn’t have a lot of
money, as long as they had each other, they would get through. She
reached to turn up the volume on the radio.

“Mom!” shouted
Jason.

Startled by the strident tone of his
voice, she looked out quickly enough to spot a stag leaping forth
in some suicidal attempt to get where he was going in a hurry. Her
quick-thinking brain noted with gratitude the portion of the road
that was still black and slick as opposed to snow-covered. Stomping
the brakes perhaps with more force than was necessary, she steered
for the blackness, wondering in stark clarity if they were going to
make it. The deer cleared the right front headlight by a
hair’s-breadth and bolted into the ditch, where he ran along for
some ways before going into the woods to their right.

As the vehicle clunked and shuddered to
a standstill, Janet remembered to push in the clutch, but the motor
coughed and died. She pulled the thing over onto the narrow
shoulder with its last gasp of momentum. She settled down quickly,
grateful that Jason had sharp eyes and quick reflexes. Grappling
with manual steering, un-powered brakes, three in the tree, on a
three-quarter ton vehicle took all of her skill some
days.

“That was a close one,
buddy,” she joked and turned to see if Ashley was all right. Wide
eyes met hers in a seriousness that made her chuckle, but she
wasn’t crying or anything, and that was good. Sometimes when Ashley
had a nightmare she could go on and on. Doctor Bulow said it was
normal at that age, but Janet had wondered about him a time or
two.

Janet tried the key but the starter
motor sounded slow and lethargic. A sinking feeling settled over
her as the engine failed to catch. She had an appointment to get
another battery put in next Saturday. She’d called half the repair
shops in town, hemming and hawing, until some guy who sounded
really nice offered to put in a used battery for her.

If she still had the money by
then.

“Oh…”

“Mom,” Jason reminded her
gently, with a wink and a nod at the back seat where his little
sister sat obliviously.

“Sugar,” she concluded,
mindful that she caught her son using the F-bomb last week and had
lectured him soberly and sincerely about how a gentleman was known
by his behaviour, even under the worst circumstances.

She tried again, and again, until the
ignition wouldn’t even click when she turned the key. As she
reached into her purse, she checked the mirror and the road ahead
for other traffic, ready to leap out and flag down a passing
motorist if one should happen by. Her phone might not work very
well out here, surrounded by five hundred-metre hills. She hit the
switch and her heart sank. It wouldn’t stay on, and with a chill of
recollection, Janet realized that she forgot to plug it in last
night, and that the battery was running down very quickly lately;
and she hadn’t found the money to get a new one yet. So now she
couldn’t call the garage. All these batteries, she inwardly
groaned.

“Oh…”

“Sugar,” Jason finished for
her, as Ashley giggled and chortled in happiness from the back
seat.

Janet smiled in spite of herself,
although it wasn’t shaping up to be a good day so far. Now her eyes
were caught by Jason’s gasp and pointing finger, and she looked up
the road ahead, hoping against hope to see a farm truck or a car. A
dark figure was standing in the road, thirty metres ahead,
snowflakes swirling around him as the wind rose to a new howl and
rocked the vehicle with its invisible paws.

The truck rocked and swayed in the
moaning gale as Janet stared open-mouthed at the tall figure
dressed in jeans, hiking boots and a big hooded parka approaching
them.

Tentatively she rolled her window down
a few inches. The man spoke kindly through the crack, a glint of
humourous concern in his sparkling dark eyes, visible through
clear, polarized, wraparound glasses.

“Turn off the headlights,
ma’am,” he suggested. “Shut off your wipers, the fan, and the radio
if it’s on. Can you open up the hood for me? Do you have a
rear-window de-fogger? Can you shut that off as well?”

She saw him sling a backpack off of his
shoulders in a kind of disbelief, and felt the slight thump as it
hit the top of the tool bins behind the cab. Who would be out
hiking in this kind of weather? The man lifted up the hood and bent
over the engine for a moment, then came back to her
side.

“Do you have a screwdriver?”
he asked.

Dumbly she nodded, and Jason opened up
the glove box and began rummaging around for something.

“Maybe something in the tool
bins?” asked the man.

Despite the fur-rimmed hood ringing his
face, she had the impression of handsome, darkly good looks, with
what appeared to be a habitual grin, and laugh lines around his
eyes, strong aquiline nose and a flamboyant, sweeping moustache
with short but slightly curled ends.

“Here we go,” gasped Jason,
offering up a screwdriver in hopeful fashion.

The wind rose again and shards of snow
struck her left cheek as she took it and handed it out the window.
The forest was otherwise silent around them.

“Is the ignition on?” asked
the man.

She nodded.

“Put it in neutral,
please.”

Under the gap of the upraised hood, she
saw his hand give a tug on the battery terminals, and then he
tapped on them. Then he bent over and stuck his arm way down inside
the engine bay. To her surprise, the engine began cranking-over,
and all of a sudden it fired up before she could even put her foot
on the gas pedal. The tall, good-looking stranger stood off to one
side so she could see him, and gave a cheerful thumbs-up. Then he
nipped back and lowered the hood down with a firm clunk, and
approached her window again.

“Thank you!” she said.
“That’s amazing! What did you do?”

“You have to know how to
talk to these machines,” he smiled, as he handed the screwdriver in
again.

She noted a slight blackening around
some tiny pits that she was pretty sure weren’t there before. Jean
Gagnon stood grinning at the side of the truck.

“Um, can I give you a lift?”
she asked with a slight hesitation.

The guy seemed all right, but you just
never knew these days.

“I’m going the other way,”
he informed them all cheerfully, curious eyes taking in the
children. “Maybe your husband could clean those starter connections
before you go too far.”

Janet nodded, very much aware that
tears were springing into place just in behind her eyes and would
come shooting out without much further stimulus and that the
gentleman’s intelligent concern somehow caught a hint of her
vulnerability. With a small wave, he moved back, and in the mirror
she saw him pull the pack off the back of the truck. Before he
could get too far, she quickly rolled the window down and called
out to him.

“Thank you, sir!” she cried
into the deepening darkness.

“It is an honour, and also a
pleasure,” he said politely and turned and began walking
away.

Heart filled with gratitude, Janet put
it into gear, eased out the clutch, and the truck moved
off.

“Who was that, mommy?” came
Ashley’s sweet voice from the back seat.

Her daughter’s pronunciation was
getting a lot better these days. Janet shook her head at life’s
little surprises. Jason watched his mom, noting the look of
curiousity and appraisal on her face. A sly grin stole over his
features, but he kept quiet for once.

“A very nice man,” said
Janet, turning for a quick look at her daughter.

That was a real stroke of luck. It
could have turned out a lot worse, with two kids in the vehicle.
She watched the mirror for a second as the man faded into the
blowing snow, then turned her attention back to the road ahead.
Catching Jason’s eye, she frowned at his gleeful grin, happy that
he had nothing to say. The boy was growing up at an alarming rate,
but that was the way things were when they hit a certain age. Then
they just kept accelerating.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


The hunters sat in the
doughnut shop…

 


 


The hunters sat in the doughnut shop,
bleary-eyed from the previous night’s exertions.

Having slept most of the day, the
hangovers and exhaustion were mostly gone. They were burning the
candle at both ends lately. They were all either unemployed, or
underemployed, and very, very soon now the employment insurance
benefits would start to run out.

Desperate to bag a cougar or a bear,
whose body parts would fetch a good price from an Asian black
market trader Jeff said he knew, Jeff and Slick each took a dog and
carefully searched the whole canyon without picking up a
scent.

Eventually, they concluded that maybe
the big cat had slipped away by avoiding the slot entrance. It
could have followed the base of the main escarpment to the
southeast, although they didn’t pick up any sign of it. The base of
the cliff was barren, water-splashed rocks, many freshly-split from
the cliff face by the cycle of frost and thaw. No more tracks could
be located in the occasional patches of snowdrift, the remainder of
last week’s storm, sheltered from the sun by overhanging rocks and
large trees that had been too inaccessible for last century’s
log-cutting operations. It was also barely possible that he doubled
back along the cliff to the northwest.

Since that was upwind, it seemed less
likely. He could have back-tracked on top of his own scent though.
Ted Hiltz’s eyebrows rose in recognition, and so they all turned to
see who was coming in the front door. It was seven o’clock in the
evening, and they were waiting for one or two stragglers, not to
mention Harry Morden, who was designated for routine liquor store
duty.

“Hey! Frenchie!” Slick
called to the lone figure that stood stomping loose snow off of his
boots on the plastic-link anti-slip floor mat.

He was rewarded with a nod and simple
wave of acknowledgement as Gagnon moved over to the counter where
Shirley Batson awaited his arrival, absently mopping up coffee
rings and doughnut crumbs.

“That cat definitely went in
the canyon,” Hiltz said. “Otherwise why did the dogs go zooming in
there? They must have caught a scent.”

It didn’t seem to make any sense,
although everyone knew cats were smart.

McCabe shook his head. The life-long
dog lover had plenty of experience at this kind of thing. They had
all hunted and fished around here since they were just boys
skipping school.

“I don’t know. When they
heard that guy in there, they could have just kept going on sound
alone,” he theorized. “They were pretty excited by that
point.”

The boys were watching Gagnon as he got
his coffee and turned to find himself a seat.

While it wasn’t exactly crowded, many
tables were occupied by one or two customers, and he wanted to drop
the knapsack for a while.

“So you didn’t see no big
cats in there?” asked Hiltz in disbelief, as their glance met for a
moment.

Gagnon just shrugged, and moved to the
only empty table, which was right beside them. Unbeknownst to the
hunters, Constable Ricketts and Staff Sergeant Cournoyer were just
coming in the side door. They slid into a seat at the back with a
wave at Shirley.

She nodded and unhurriedly dropped a
couple of meat patties on the grill. Along with the crackling sound
of onions frying, the food began to put out its indescribable
aroma. Slick thought about having a cheeseburger himself, but not
yet. The guts were still trembling after all the drinking last
night. He’d hit it pretty hard. As murmuring conversation sputtered
and stopped all around them, he had another thought.

“That cougar definitely went
in the canyon. Beats me how he got out, unless he went straight up
the cliff!” said Harry.

He looked Gagnon over pretty hard, but
the fellow didn’t look homeless. He didn’t have that smell—not yet,
anyway. Although wood-smoke could be detected in his careful
interpretation, it wasn’t unpleasant. Thinking back, the fellow was
burning clean, dead, dry pine and cedar sticks, not wet, black,
rotten stuff taken off the ground.

“But how come them dogs
never caught a whiff?” rejoined McCabe.

“Maybe the animal climbed a
tree, and just sat there watching you guys,” a grinning Gagnon
suggested.

He was uninvited, but it wasn’t like
they were all strangers now.

“Yeah! Your dogs ran right
under his tree, and maybe he got away then. You followed the dogs
when they saw me and went nuts.”

“That don’t make no sense,”
gaped Hiltz, not the brightest light in the firmament, as people
said around here. “Are you saying he went up a tree and then
climbed up onto the cliff top?”

Shaking his head, he considered that
one a while, all of them oblivious to the pair of cops sitting in
the back corner, watching and listening in fascination. They’d been
after these boys for some time, but for that you needed evidence,
not just intelligence, not just a certainty of guilt.

“How come them boys up there
never caught a whiff?” Hiltz asked in a plaintive tone.

“I’m saying it dropped down
and went back out the gap,” explained Gagnon with a patient look.
“You and your animals were all concerned with me.”

Hiltz suddenly got the idea, rocking
his head back in revelation.

At that moment some intuitive
premonition caused Slick to look over into the corner.

Wilson was thinking of going to the
bathroom, and while he didn’t talk about it, he had shy kidneys. He
liked to be alone in there when possible, in order to relax and get
the flow started.

Catching sight of the Sergeant and the
Constable, he jabbed Hiltz in the ribs before he could speak again.
The whole crew noticed the sudden tension, and they turned for a
furtive look. The Sergeant gazed back with an indulgent grin, as
ground beef snapped and spattered on the grill. Sheepishly, they
all turned back to examine their coffee cups.

“That smells awful good,
ma’am,” Gagnon told Shirley. “How much for one of them
things?”

Gagnon was oblivious to the by-play, as
the hunters were between him and the police.

“It’s not actually on the
menu,” she informed Jean. “But if you promise not to tell head
office,” she smiled into the dark and frankly handsome stranger’s
eyes. “Three bucks and I’m not making any money at that
price.”

Shirley was divorced, and in a town of
thirteen thousand, there weren’t too many good prospects she hadn’t
dated before. This one was an unknown quantity.

“You can rely on me, ma’am,”
quipped Gagnon and she grinned at that. “Tabernac! I’d give you
four bucks, for one of them things.”

A number of the customers chuckled
appreciatively.

Ten seconds later the sound of a frozen
patty hitting the grill rewarded his charm.

Shirley was a good old girl. This place
was the only eatery open at this time of night in winter for miles,
although in summer there were a few of the more pretentious
bistros, to take in some of the tourist dollars they were all
coming to rely on more and more since the mill shut
down.

In a town like Scudmore, you took your
entertainment where you found it.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Earlier that day…

 


 


Earlier that day, Jean hitched a ride
into Pembridge, fifty kilometers away. After being dropped off on
the edge of town, he walked along beside the road until he reached
a small commercial strip mall. Then he went into a plumbing supply
store and asked directions.

After another twenty-minute walk, he
found the place he sought. The firm of Kohl, Silverman and Watts,
Barristers and Solicitors at Law, was located on a secondary main
street in the downtown core. The two-story Victorian house was
typical of such establishments, with subdued russet-brown brick,
modern metal-shingled roof, triple-pane windows and a parking lot
freshly-treated in asphalt coating and newly-painted yellow lines.
Someone had plowed, salted and shoveled at the dawn of
day.

Lawyers don’t take any unnecessary
chances with potential liabilities, he figured.

They probably don’t pay rent, either,
he figured—they pay rent to their own
partnership-slash-corporation, and then write the expense off as
individuals…or something like that.

Climbing the stairs made safe by a good
grade of outdoor carpeting, Jean entered the glassed-in stoop. He
hung up his coat and put his backpack behind a wooden Adirondack
lawn chair in the hopes that no sneak thief would make off with his
few pathetic possessions. In spite of the brilliant sunshine, the
biting cold ate into his very bones, and he was shivering when he
entered the office. A jaded Sophie Hutchings looked up at the tall
stranger with disapproval, nose wrinkling at the smell that came in
with him. Jean introduced himself and asked to see Mister Watts,
and proffered up a letter which she glanced at with apparent
disinterest. There was a coffee pot right there, but she didn’t
offer him any.

“Do you have an
appointment?” she asked, knowing that he didn’t.

“No, but he asked me to
come, and he must expect me sooner or later!” said Jean with a
trace of humour.

He was trying to be patient with the
woman, who gave a mixed impression of librarian-like repressed
sexuality and austere virginity.

She was artificially busy.

“I’ll see if he’s
available,” she advised, knowing that Paul Watts had specifically
asked not to be disturbed today, as he had a lot of files to
review.

Tomorrow was Provincial Court day in
the sleepy little resort town, and he needed the quiet. Rather than
use the intercom, which clients could overhear, she strode down the
hallway with her erect posture indicating the intrusion was
unwelcome. Jean could take a hint, so with a sigh he sank
gratefully into a deeply-cushioned black leather armchair and
morosely picked up a National Geographic magazine. He could
tolerate that better than Chatelaine, with its page after page of
women’s faces, women’s skin care ads, and food, food, food for the
family woman on a diet, interspersed with ads for hair colouring
and vitamin pills. The Chatelaine cover featured an article that
caught his eye.

It was about women’s liberation. He
decided not to laugh out loud.

He idly flicked through the pages. This
could take a while, he suspected. The silence was not oppressive,
as the barest rumble of a muffled male voice penetrated the walls.
His instinct told him the gentleman wouldn’t let him in until after
reading Jean’s file. True to form, ten or twelve minutes later the
speaker buzzed and Miss Hutchings led him into the inner
sanctum.

Paul Watts was a big, florid man with
silvered, leonine hair, and a deep, sonorous voice. He was dressed
in a grey suit that must have been on the high side of three grand,
thin vertical pinstripes denoting conservatism in no uncertain
terms. Cold, gunmetal-grey eyes examined Jean in a half-second, a
slight widening of the whites indicating that Jean hadn’t measured
up to preconceived expectations, but Jean was unsure whether he had
failed to measure up, or exceeded expectations.

“It’s a pleasure to meet
you,” he told Jean, who was sure it was a lie.

“I understand that you are a
busy and important man,” murmured Jean.

The man smiled thinly at this foray, in
an objective manner.

“Right down to business,”
said Watts. “All you need to do is sign these papers, here, here,
and here.”

Jean realized that actually reading
them wasn’t on the cards. He signed.

“The housekeeper will let
you in,” said Watts. “I wonder what she’s going to do. The trust
fund for her maintenance is almost expended. She’s been getting
five hundred a week, so you’ll have to decide what to do about
that.”

“Holy crap,” said
Jean.

“Do you have a driver’s
license?” asked Watts.

“No,” admitted
Jean.

“That’s okay. You look
exactly like your mug shot,” Watts said with no attempt at humour
or even charm. “And there were all the pictures in the papers back
then.”

“I have a birth
certificate,” said Jean, pulling out his wallet to show
him.

The lawyer read it carefully, then
handed it back.

“Do you have any money?”
asked Watts.

“I have three-hundred-eleven
dollars and twelve cents,” said Jean in a quiet voice.

Their eyes met briefly.

“There’s no fee for this,”
said the lawyer. “It’s all been taken care of.”

“Thank you,” said
Jean.

“May I ask a personal
question?” asked Paul Watts.

“Yes,” said Jean.

“Why did you refuse
parole?”

“I am a free man. I don’t
owe anything to anyone,” and then Jean dried up.

The rest was his concern. The lawyer
nodded. No parole officer, no possibility of violations or return
to incarceration. Gagnon was a free man, no ifs, ands, or buts.
Interesting.

“The market isn’t too good
right now,” he said. “What with the mill closing and the general
economic downturn, your great-grandmother’s house may be hard to
sell.”

“I’ll probably just live
there for a while, and do some thinking,” said Jean.

The lawyer kept his eyes on the papers,
making sure everything was in order. Their business was concluded
except for minor details.

“You could do that, I
suppose,” he murmured.

Looking up, he went on in a more
business-like tone.

“We’ll issue a cheque for
the balance at the end of the month. It comes to about fourteen
thousand,” he said. “The yearly taxes are a little over twenty-two
hundred. Then there’s the heat, hydro and insurance, and water
rates.”

“I understand,” said Jean,
who had once owned a home of his own.

“If you have any further
questions, feel free to give us a call,” said Watts, rising to
offer a hand.

“Thanks for your time,” said
Jean.

After Jean left , Watts sat thinking
for a moment. The whole thing seemed all wrong. Reaching into the
desk drawer, he pulled out the file and began reading it again.
Gagnon had made no appeal of his conviction or his sentence, but in
Watts’ opinion there were no grounds anyway. The investigation,
trial and sentencing seemed all above-board and bullet-proof.
Gagnon had studied law in prison, and in his assistance to his
fellow prisoners, was fairly effective, with several convictions
overturned and sentences reduced. But Gagnon couldn’t find any
legitimate grounds to appeal his own conviction.

He refused parole. Now Gagnon was a
free man—for whatever that’s worth, he acknowledged. If innocent,
Gagnon must hate the people who perjured themselves, especially the
expert witnesses who had been highly paid by the Crown to provide
testimony. Four or five psychiatric assessments, all of them
different! Everything from manic depressive, paranoid and
delusional, schizophrenic, chronic severe depression, even one
wildly-improbable, multiple personality disorder…delusions of
grandeur, narcissistic rage. The man had cooperated with police,
and earned the reward that often goes with that kind of ignorance.
Watts shook his head when he read the part about the
Court-appointed duty counsel. Swear words formed in his mind, but
he kept them inside, where they belonged. No one could have all
these afflictions. Gagnon had refused anger and anxiety management,
and denied having any kind of a drug problem.

Christ.

Watts read a telling quote from one of
the news clippings. Gagnon wasn’t shy about interviews.

“I don’t think there’s
anything wrong with me at all.”

The man maintained his innocence
throughout the whole process. Paul suddenly remembered something,
but for whatever reason couldn’t find it in his notes. The house
was evaluated at an estimated market price of one-point-seven
million.

Watts sensed trouble in the very near
future, but then trouble was his business.

He re-read the prisoner’s final
statement from the court transcript.

“I know I’m innocent. The
rest of the world can go to hell.”

“I hope the world will leave
you alone,” muttered Watts. “With half a million dollars
unaccounted for…and that God-damned house…that just doesn’t seem
very likely.”

Somewhere in the world his accomplice
remained at large, or perhaps Gagnon
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