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Prologue

Jaun Miraze stood on
the rise overlooking his huge coffee plantation. He felt the
heartbeat of the central valley’s most beautiful and productive
coffee and orange growing region as he looked down on the Rio de
Grande Canyon. As far as the eye could see, the trees, well, they
were more of a shrub, groaned under the heavy load of coffee beans.
The deep crimson of the ripening berries flowed like arterial blood
mixing with the dark green of the leaves, glossy on the top,
lighter and duller underneath. This year’s crop would be the best
he could remember going all the way back to when he was a boy
working for his father. Even the old, wizened production workers,
who had been around forever, expressed their delight at the
abundance this crop promised to yield.

Everything that goes
into growing the perfect coffee bean had come together. Where in
past years, the trees averaged about a pound and a half of berries
each, which was considered adequate, this year they promised to
bear three to four pounds. Praise be to the coffee gods.

Of course that would be
a mixed blessing. Such an abundance of the product drove down the
prices the coffee would fetch. On the other hand, their harvesting
costs would not be much greater than if it had been a poor year. In
the long run, they stood to come out way ahead and years like this
were a blessing in the coffee growing business.

To make things even
rosier for them this year, other coffee producers like Brazil and
Venezuela were having a good, but not a great, year. This meant
that the ICO, International Coffee Organization, would not be
limiting the amount of coffee they shipped this year. The ICO,
based in London, England, had as its mandate the job of making sure
supply did not exceed demand and thus force down the prices to the
point where it crippled the producers. This year the prices looked
to be coming in near the low end of the acceptable scale but with
the quantities he would produce, it would be a bumper year.

The setting sun,
reflecting off the shiny leaves of the trees, warmed his face
before adding a reddish hue to the valley below. Images like this
sold postcards. Despite the elevation, he felt no breeze and
noticed no fluttering of the leaves. Instead an eerie stillness
surrounded him. The calm before the storm, Juan thought.

He knew a category four
hurricane devastated Florida the previous day causing millions of
dollars worth of damage. This storm was now making its way across
the Gulf of Mexico in his direction. The experts said he had
nothing to worry about. The storm would turn north before reaching
his part of the world. They promised.

This storm was born in
the Cape Verde Islands in the Atlantic Ocean days before. It had
slashed its way across the Islands of the Caribbean leaving a scar
of destruction in its wake. It dropped to a three as it crossed the
narrow belt of land in southern Florida but now, as it surged
across the warm gulf waters, it was back to category four and even
had some predicting it would become a five.

Hurricanes typically
move along a parabolic path which would cause this one to turn
north over the gulf and back to the east coast and from there up
towards Canada. Often, at the apex of the parabola, the hurricane
stagnates, and as it re-curves in its path, both the wind intensity
and forward movements may increase. Because of the combination of
forward movement and circulatory motion, the strongest winds occur
in the quadrant corresponding to the direction of the line of
advance.

Fortunately for Juan,
but unfortunately for the people of Texas and Louisiana,
forecasters on the morning news had drawn this line into the Gulf
and then twisted it northward, placing these unfortunate southern
states directly in the path. Category four meant sustained winds of
200 kilometers per hour. Thank God they would have little effect
here but Houston, you will have a problem. Still, the air around
Juan held a preternatural calmness. It had been hours since he had
heard an updated forecast. He turned to face the east.

From his vantage point
2700 feet up above the canyon he could see solid black clouds
obliterating the eastern sky. The Inter American Highway, about a
kilometer away, suddenly faded from sight. Without warning, the
wind picked up. Rain started to bounce off his brown, leather
cowboy hat, each hit making a pop like a silenced pistol. He pulled
it down over his face and stood up as the water started to flow off
the brim landing in splotches on his blue jeans. In seconds the
drops grew bigger and bigger. Now the wind was starting to whip the
branches of the trees around him. Intricate patterns were visible
where the wind passed over the trees like waves across the ocean.
Juan jumped into his Range Rider jeep, rolled up the windows and
headed for cover.

Before he made the two
kilometer drive to his house, the wind-whipped trees gave way to
nature’s assault causing their tops to briefly kiss the
water-soaked ground. So much for modern weather forecasting.
Tablespooned-size raindrops bounced so high off his engine bonnet
that he could hardly see the road in front of him. Steering became
difficult as the wind buffeted the vehicle. He fought the wheel to
stay centered in his lane before settling for staying centered on
the entire roadbed. Already torrents of water filled the gutters.
Juan knew this was going to be bad. Real bad.

Bad would be the
understatement of the century. The renegade hurricane inexplicably
drifted off its typical parabolic path and turned southwest. It
crashed over them with its full fury leaving death and destruction
in its wake. Countless lives were lost and incalculable damage to
property was incurred. The promising coffee harvest? It was just
another broken promise.

 



Chapter
1

A slow smile spread
across Robert Crosley’s face as he lowered his binoculars. The
cherry-red Cadillac approached the off ramp much too fast, as
usual, and swung onto the exit at twice the posted limit of 45
km/h. This was Exit 6 off Highway 103 outside Halifax and led to
the small but affluent beach community of Hubbards, home of
Cadillac owner and driver Matthew Lane.

Caddy owners,
especially rich ones, thought laws were for other people, lesser
people. In reality there existed two sets of laws. Those of man,
which money could help you circumvent and those of God, which play
out for everybody in equal measure.

Matthew Lane had the
money to get around man’s rules and did so as often as he felt it
necessary. Today’s lesson for Mr. Lane presented the very basic
rigidity of God’s laws. Two tons of steel, rubber and leather
traveling over 100 mph, or 160 km/h as they now called it, could
not negotiate a ninety degree turn and remain upright.

Lesson two would deal
with skulls and windshields, rib cages and steering wheels. Mr.
Lane felt no obligation to obey man’s law regarding seat belts
either. He was no child. He would make his own decisions regarding
safety. He actively decided against strapping himself into his car
seat like a helpless baby. How convenient for Crosley.

Some days, Crosley
mused, his job was just too easy. He leaned against a phone booth
about a quarter mile from the interchange and waited. The early
evening sun shone over his left shoulder and reflected off the
windshield of the approaching car causing Crosley to squint into
the Slimline field glasses. A slight, sea breeze blew in his face
from the nearby Atlantic Ocean, just enough to keep the mosquitoes
and black flies at bay.

The ramp looped down to
a blacktopped, secondary road. The reduced speed requirement was to
prepare you for the stop sign where the road and the ramp
intersected. Large chunks of jagged granite left over from the
explosions that carved this road out of the wilderness canyoned the
roadway. A few skinny maple trees struggled to live amongst the
boulders. Route 3 lay about 100 yards to the left of the exit.

Lane’s grip tightened
on the steering wheel as the car swayed, recovered and continued to
speed around the partial clover leaf. The brake lights flashed a
couple of times approaching the intersection and then the car leapt
towards Highway 3 leaving a trail of black rubber from the smoking
Michelins as all of its 460 horsepower was called into play. No
metric-measured Cadillac for Mr. Lane, but instead one powered by a
gas-guzzling 500 cubic-inch machine that even now inhaled its last
few breaths of overpriced, overtaxed gasoline vapor as it roared
towards its final destiny a mere 300 feet down the road.

The loud thrum of the
engine combined with the howling of the tires sent a flock of small
gray and white birds into a sudden burst of flight. Further in the
woods, a mother deer and her two fawns stopped their grazing on the
newly sprouted ferns, raised their heads, looked in the direction
of the intruding sound and then bounded deeper into the forest away
from human distractions.

As Crosley watched the
drama unfold, he became aware of another car at the periphery of
his vision. Its route, the opposite of the Cadillac, came from
Route 3 towards Highway 103. The binoculars swung in a short arc
centering the newcomer in its circle of vision.

“Damn,” he said out
loud. The outburst reflected no concern about the other car’s
occupants. Their life or death meant nothing to him, but rather
expressed his desire to see his carefully laid plans carried out
unaltered. He realized other cars could be on the road at supper
time on a Wednesday evening, even this far from the city. He just
hoped that no one else would be involved. He wanted all the
publicity to be concentrated on his intended victim. Granted, it
would take someone pretty prominent to upstage the death of Matthew
Lane from the lead of every newscast in the province and indeed in
the global community as well.

Crosley focused the
glasses on the other car encroaching on his stage, a mid-sized,
plain, almost utilitarian, black Ford carrying two people, a man
and a woman sitting close together like teenage lovers. If fate
selected this day to send this couple to their great reward, what
did he care? Some people believed and believed with all their heart
that everyone had a time to die and nothing could change that time.
Crosley knew otherwise. He had chosen not only the time, but the
place and the method for several people to meet their maker.

Perhaps this made him a
messenger from God in the eyes of these fatalists. He should have
some business cards printed—Robert Crosley, Messenger of God. This
thought caused him to give a brief, short laugh as events raced to
a deadly conclusion before his eyes. To him, it all seemed to be
unfolding in slow motion.

The driver of the Ford
noticed the oncoming Cadillac as soon as he swung onto the
secondary approach. The Cadillac driver grasped the steering wheel
with one hand, the other hand flapped around in the air in a wild,
frantic motion like a pendulum gone amuck. The car veered from one
side of the road to the other, as the steering hand performed the
opposite action to the swinging arm, at the same time accelerating
faster and faster as it continued down the road towards him. Two
black snakes of burned rubber piled up like a stretched out curl on
the road behind it. The Caddy driver’s eyes shone like two toonies
and were just as big. They darted all over the inside of the car
with a savage but fearful look. The Ford driver would later
describe it in his report as pure panic.

In the Ford, the
driver’s eyes were just the opposite—steady and calm. He looked
away from the sure death heading his way, picked a spot on the side
of the road and at the last possible second maneuvered out of
harm’s way by mere inches. His tires dropped over the shoulder into
the loose gravel sending an arc of stones into the air as the car
slewed and then climbed back onto the pavement. The car skidded to
a halt. All this happened before the female passenger could warn:
“Watch out for that car.” Her voice lowered at the end of the
statement as she realized her companion had already handled the
situation in the time it took her to call out the warning.

“Crazy son of a bitch,”
the driver of the Ford said.

Now that the personal
danger was past he could feel the cold sweat running down his face
and back even though the temperature was still a sweltering 28
degrees Celsius.

“Jesus, that was
close,” he said. “Did you see that, Stell?” The question was
rhetorical.

Already he could hear
the increased roar of the Caddy’s engine as the back wheels were
thrust into the air, trying to pass the stopped front end of the
car, the screeching of bending metal as said front end wrapped
itself around a power pole and the shattering of glass as Lane’s
head crushed against the solid surface of the windshield. Then,
gravity took over and the back wheels slammed into the ground
again, regained traction, dug in sending a spray of gravel flying
into the air and pushing the monster Caddy into the pole so hard
that the racing engine was suddenly sharing the passenger
compartment with what was left of Mr. Matthew Lane, filling the
space vacated by his departing soul and various body parts.

The soul made its exit
from the physical body as Lane’s skull crashed into the windshield
shattering the frontal lobe. This sent razor sharp splintered
pieces of bone into his brain like pins into a pin cushion and
caused instant death.

A millisecond later his
ribs were crushed into the padded steering wheel of the big car.
The padding failed in its intended purpose. The force was much too
great. As the pieces of the skull pierced the brain, pieces of the
ribs were letting the air out of his lungs and the blood out of his
heart. But this had no effect. Lane was already dead. Another of
God’s immutable laws, he could only die once. Then there was
silence. Silence interrupted with the occasional ticking of the hot
engine as it cooled. A honeybee floated by the shattered
windshield, oblivious to the carnage inside.

Crosley focused his
attention on the black Ford. “Very impressive bit of driving,” he
heard himself say, “very impressive.”

He watched the driver
of the Ford jump from his car in time to catch the dying throes of
the Cadillac as it pushed through the utility pole, snapping it
like a dried stalk of straw. Hubcaps and motor parts rocketed over
the bank and into the woods beyond like shrapnel from a cluster
bomb. An information sign that had been snapped off in the initial
collision tumbled from the sky in a spinning arc and broke one of
the tail lights.

The main hulk of what
had seconds before been the pride and joy of the late Matthew Lane
hung speared on the bottom of the 12-inch brownish black, creosol
soaked post. The top part of the pole swung like a pendulum over
the broad trunk cover which had somehow stayed shut tight
throughout the ordeal. Four delicate strands of wire carrying
several thousand volts of electricity held it in place. The post
slowed in its motion and settled on to the trunk leaving a few
elliptical scratches engraved in the red paint to mark it path.
Lane’s prized possession–his Caddy–was also a goner.

Crosley dropped a
quarter into the pay phone beside him and dialed the number of
CMAD, “All oldies, all the time.” Thank goodness for underground
telephone lines.

“News room,” the voice
on the other end answered. “This is the news tip line. What have
you got for us?”

“I want to report an
accident,” Crosley said in a calm manner. “A big, shiny Cadillac,
red in colour. Must be someone important. It looks like he’s
dead.”

“Yeah man, where?” said
the smooth baritone voice.

The announcers must man
the phones when they’re not on the air Crosley thought. “Hubbards.
Between 103 and 3,” he answered. “Didn’t make the corner onto 3.
Went straight across and snapped off a power pole.” He paused and
then continued: “Do I get paid for this information?”

“Sure man. Ninety-four
dollars if this is the best tip of the month. What’s your
name?”

“Put down Marilyn Lane,
Hubbards. My wife can use the money more than me.” Crosley smiled
at his little joke and broke off the connection.

He fed another quarter
into the slot and dialed again. This number came from a business
card he fished from his pocket, not the printed number on the front
but one penciled in on the back.

“Tune into CMAD on your
radio. You’ll like the news,” he said to the answering party. “And,
oh yeah, deposit the rest of the money into the account.”

Without waiting for a
reply, he hung up.




Chapter
2

Detective Sergeant
James McDonald looked back into the Ford at his girlfriend still
strapped into the middle seatbelt of the front seat.

“Are you all right?” he
asked.

Stella Martin sat
staring straight ahead. A black ribbon of her shoulder length hair
hung in front of her eyes in stark contrast to her pale,
blood-drained face. One hand was slowly and unconsciously massaging
her shoulder. He must have hit her with his elbow while avoiding
the onrushing Caddy. After a brief moment, she turned towards the
open door but not far enough to see out the rear window.

“I think so,” she said.
Her voice lacked conviction. “What about him?” She motioned towards
the back. “He looked possessed by the devil himself. Did you see
him?”

“Yeah Stell, I thought
that too. Stay here, I’m going to check him out.” The command, if
that is what it was, was not necessary. She had no intention of
going anywhere near the car or the deranged person in it. Her hands
started to shake uncontrollably. Soon her whole body was jerking in
time to the loud out and out sobs.

Jim reached in and
patted her shoulder gently through the thin fabric of her white
T-shirt. “I’ll be right back,” he assured her as he grabbed a first
aid kit from the glove box. The tears continued to flow.

He steeled himself for
the gruesome sight he knew awaited him. In his years driving a
patrol car, Jim had seen his share of accidents. How many are your
share, he wondered. One like this is more than a person’s share. He
noticed that his own hands had a slight shake to them also.
Investigating an accident was one thing; this one damn near
included him. Another coat of paint on either car and they would
have been scraping together.

It didn’t take years of
experience to know that he was about to come face to face with
death. McDonald’s car had screeched to a halt about seventy feet
from the accident scene. Reluctant to ruin what had been such a
beautiful day, he started trotting down the road. Miracles occurred
before and people walked away unscratched from what should have
been sure death.

Often, these survivors
were so drunk and thus so relaxed, they flopped around inside the
car like rag dolls. There were no tense muscles trying to hang on
to steering wheels only to have the wheel crush their chest. They
just floated up over it, bounced off the windshield, folded down
onto the floor like a dirty shirt and thus they somehow avoided
death. But Jim had observed nothing relaxed about this guy. He
presented the antithesis of relaxation.

About ten feet from the
wreck, Jim slowed down. He approached the remains of the car with
caution as he eyed the overhead wires. None had broken, yet, but he
had no intention of taking any chances. Skillful driving had saved
him once, no sense in getting careless now. The swinging pole was
coming to rest on the trunk of the car. That would take most of the
load so the wires would probably stay intact. Just don’t rock the
car, he reminded himself.

He stepped down into
the ditch and climbed up the other side. The Caddy door had swung
open and the engine had stalled. He reached in past the grisly
remains of what had been seconds ago a living human being and
turned off the key. The smell of burning flesh assaulted his
nostrils.

Lane lay hugging the
huge, hot engine that pushed through the firewall and into his lap
from the impact of the high-speed collision. In life, he loved that
power plant as much as anything else. He was proud of the way it
jumped to obey his commands. He wanted speed, it provided it, no
questions asked. Through it, he could assert his masculinity.
Respond to any challenge on the open road or around town. Dominate
anyone. It was fitting that they end up snuggled together like
spent lovers.

“No sense adding a fire
to this mess,” Jim said as he extracted the key from the ignition.
Lane didn’t reply.

Jim pulled on some
rubber gloves and went through the motions of checking for a
carotid pulse. He found none. He leaned back out of the car and
examined the Buxton key case in his hand. He could feel the rich,
smooth texture of the soft leather. He unsnapped the opening and
inside found the address he hoped would be there. Someone would
have to tell the family, but not him. He experienced a sense of
relief and then guilt for having the thought. Traffic accident
deaths were a task for a patrolman not a detective. Guilty feeling
or not, he couldn’t deny his thankfulness. Somewhere a family’s
life would change forever with the upcoming knock on their
door.

One last fire check and
then he started back to his own car. He had better call this in
before traffic got heavy. There would be photos to be taken of this
stretch of road, measurements to make, reconstruction of the
accident.

He looked up at the
snaking black lines on the pavement as he returned to his own
vehicle. Peel marks all the way to the stop sign. No brake marks.
What possessed the Caddy owner to take off like that? He looked
like the devil himself was in the car with him. Jim would be sure
to mention to the investigators to have an autopsy done to check
for substance abuse. He had detected no smell of liquor in the car,
only burning flesh. He shivered as he opened his own car door.

Stella looked more
composed. She had the police radio microphone in her hand.

“You won’t believe
this,” she said. “When I called this in, the police dispatcher
already knew about it.”

“Not so surprising,”
Jim said. “There are a few houses up the road. Perhaps they heard
the crash or could see something.”

He looked around. No
houses were really that close. There was a little store perched on
the side of a hill about a quarter of a mile up the road, a red and
white Coke sign hanging over the door, but no morbid crowd standing
out front or headed this way attracted like flies to shit.
Accidents always seemed to produce crowds.

“No,” she went on,
ignoring his interruption. “They had a call from CMAD in Halifax
asking for confirmation.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Someone
phoned it in to the news tip line but didn’t drop a dime to call
the police, fire department or ambulance.”

This time she did look
back at the suspended wreck. “They didn’t even show up here.”

Another shiver went
down Jim’s back. His instinct as a cop kicked in. The accident
happened less than two minutes ago and the radio station already
had a report. This seemed suspicious to him considering how
isolated the area was. He looked around again, only this time with
a more investigative attitude. He slipped into homicide detective
mode. Stella reacted to the change that came over him.

“You suspect something,
don’t you?”

Jim didn’t comment. His
mind recorded minute details. A phone booth sat in front of the
store. It appeared empty but from this far away it was hard to
tell. In the distance he could hear a siren. There must have been a
car in the area for some other reason to arrive out here so
quickly.

Three cars pulled off
the ramp and stopped. Jim realized he was still parked on the
roadway blocking both lanes. He got in, fired up the Ford and
backed off the pavement onto the shoulder leaving the bright red
Cadillac in full view of the others. The other cars pulled off
also. The crowd was gathering, the spectacle waiting.

He reached over and put
an understanding arm around Stella. “Are you all right?” he
asked.

She nodded her head. “I
guess so.”

She looked back at the
Caddy. “It all happened so fast. An hour ago we were laying on the
beach at Bayswater soaking up the golden rays. As Browning or
Wordsworth or someone once said: ‘All was right with the world.’
And now, look at this.”

“That would be Mr.
Browning,” Jim said.

He leaned back and for
a brief moment closed his eyes. He transported himself back to the
fun and relaxation of the earlier afternoon. He reached for the
cigarette package in his shirt pocket but it wasn’t there, hadn’t
been for more than four years. At times like this he missed the
comfort of a good smoke. That wasn’t really true either. The taste
of the last one he tried made him sick and had him wondering how he
had ever gotten hooked on such a filthy habit.

Now his mind’s eye
drifted back to the blue sky, clean rippling sand and crystal clear
water of the ocean. He could see Stell’s nipples straining against
the stretch material of her bathing suit as the cold surf splashed
over her. Heard her squeals of delight as he dunked her under.
Could feel the exhilarating feeling of rushing towards shore as he
bodysurfed on a frothy breaker, water slip streaming under his
rigid body until his chest ran aground in the sand of the beach and
the wave broke over his head.

He recalled the goose
bumps pebbling his flesh as he made his initial advance into the
cold water. Refreshing was the word most connoisseurs used to
describe it. But in no time at all, the body adjusted to the water
temperature setting up an afternoon of Atlantic delight, Maritime
style. They spent time alternating between lying on the beach,
dodging the odd Frisbee and swimming in the ocean. He even started
to build an elaborate sand castle, the kind where the vision in the
mind of the builder outreaches the ability of the hands to
produce.

At three o’clock, they
paused for a picnic lunch in the adjoining park. Jim was always
impressed with how Stell could put such a tasty basket of food
together. Finished eating, they returned to the beach only to
discover the tide had come in and undermined the foundation of
their unfinished castle, leaving it in smooth, rolling mounds of
sand.

They plopped down
beside it and engaged in a long, gentle kiss as the next cold wave
came and enveloped them. Both of them jumped up with a squeal. The
water hadn’t gotten any warmer. A couple of young teenage girls
were looking at them with a contemptuous look which suggested old
people their age shouldn’t be acting like that in public or
anywhere else for that matter. He was 36, she 34. The world was
their oyster.

In 45 minutes and 30
miles, everything changed. Death sat in a wrecked car just behind
them.

“You have to drop a
quarter these days,” Jim said in an attempt to lighten the mood a
little.

Stella looked at him,
confused.

Jim smiled at her. “You
said they didn’t even drop a dime to call the police. With
inflation, these days you have to drop a quarter.”

The smile he sought
flashed across her face and then faded again as fast as it came.
The fact that she could smile, even a fleeting smile, was a good
sign. Instant death and destruction were foreign to her.

The red, blue, red,
blue flashing of lights reflected from the mirror into his eyes
bringing him back to the present. The white RCMP cruiser with the
rainbow colours slashing across the back doors pulled up behind the
remains of the Cadillac. Jim opened the door, swung out and headed
down the road again. His sandals scuffed along the hot pavement.
His hands were thrust into the pockets of the dark green cargo
shorts he wore.

He would just give a
brief statement about what he had seen and get Stell the hell out
of there. There would be lots of time later for a more detailed
report. He pulled his hand from his pocket and glanced down at the
key case. Maybe it wasn’t leather, he thought. This was more like
alligator hide. But that is a kind of leather.

His mind seemed to be
searching for anything as a diversion from what he knew was still
seared onto the now cooling engine. He had been a policeman for
sixteen years. He had encountered too many bodies wrapped around
engine blocks. Was it time to get out? This question came to his
mind often in recent years. He had seen too much senseless loss of
life. Despite that, the feeling of accomplishment which accompanied
solving a difficult case still existed. Removing bad guys from the
street still kept him rolling out of bed in the morning. He would
never get used to the bodies; he would just accept that as part of
the job.

“Yo, Scott,” he said to
the Mountie who was just stepping back from the open Cadillac door.
He worked with the highway patrol man on other occasions and
recognized him at once. “If you don’t want to paw through the blood
and guts looking for ID, this may be who he is. At any rate it’s
the owner of the keys.”

Scott gave him a grim
smile as he accepted the key case.

“Thanks Jim, but that’s
not necessary. I know Mr. Lane quite well. How long have you been
here?”

“From the beginning,”
Jim said, “Genesis 1:1. Let’s sit in your car and I’ll fill you
in.” Then he lowered his voice so that only the Mountie and none of
the curious onlookers craning their necks for a closer look at the
gore could hear him. “I think there is something very strange going
on here. Very, very strange.” They proceeded back to the police
cruiser as two volunteer fire trucks arrived on the scene, one a
pumper, the other a rescue unit.

The paramedics from the
rescue truck cautiously approached the open door of the now defunct
Caddie. A quick check with their stethoscope told them their
services were not required.

A fireman in a white
helmet approached them. The others milled around not sure what to
do. There were no signs of fire and no gasoline or other liquids
spilled on the road. One of them started directing traffic around
the area of the mishap. The others drifted over for a closer look
at the wreck and its contents.

The Mountie stopped to
discuss a plan of action with the fire chief. It was important not
to compromise the accident scene but they wanted to get traffic
moving as soon as they could. The traffic on Route 3 would be
rerouted down a side road around the site. Signs would be posted at
exits 5 and 7 advising that exit 6 was closed. The fire chief would
handle all that.

The Mountie joined Jim
in the patrol car.

“How come you know
Lane, Scott?” Jim asked after they were seated inside. “Are you
moving up through the social classes? Somehow Lane doesn’t strike
me as a down-home boy.” Jim smiled.

“No, he was as rich as
they come around here. Finding him wrapped around a power pole is
no surprise, either,” Scott Bowen said without responding to the
smile. “He drove that tank like he owned the road. Maybe he did for
all I know. He could afford it. I could never make a ticket stick
and I gave him plenty.

“‘You’re wasting your
time and mine, Sonny,’ he used to tell me, and I guess he was
right. But I kept writing them. He kept getting them fixed.” His
glance swung toward the red hulk. “Does this mean I won? The old
bastard will fix this somehow and tomorrow I’ll see him cruising
down the road again.”

“Only in your wildest
nightmares,” Jim said. They both nodded in agreement, quiet for a
moment as they reflected on that truth.

“But,” Bowen said,
“there’s more. About a month ago we were told to maintain a high
profile in the Hubbards area in the evenings and on weekends. There
was never any real explanation. We were just told to watch for
strange or suspicious cars, you know, parked in remote areas or
around the rich houses.”

He cocked a thumb
towards the Caddy. “He was the object of the interest.”

Jim’s interest level
rose.

“Did you ever see
anything?” he asked.

“Hell Jim, this is
Hubbards and this is the summertime. Do you know what the only
industry is here?”

“I don’t suppose you
mean fish processing.”

“Not any more I don’t.
From June to September, there are more tourists and vacationers in
this area than there are residents. The campground at the beach is
filled with people from Halifax who spend the entire summer here
and commute. There is a continuous and ever changing influx of
strange cars, campers and trucks. Only some desk jockey who never
leaves his office could ask us to be on the lookout for strange
vehicles here at this time of the year.

“If this had happened
an hour earlier, God knows how many cars would have been involved.”
He looked back up the road at the tire tracks crossing both lanes.
“It was a good thing the old bugger always worked late. You were
lucky he didn’t clip you.”

“Yeah, lucky,” Jim said
and then gave a brief description of what he had seen while Bowen
filled in his report. The note taking stopped when Jim got to the
part describing the demented look on Lane’s face as he roared by.
He gave Jim an “is this for real” stare, then shrugged and
continued writing. Jim depicted a Lane foreign to the one the
Mountie knew, but Jim suspected nothing really surprised the
officer anymore.

Jim was not some
wide-eyed nut case relating this description of events either, but
a fellow police officer, a trained observer, a sergeant of the
detectives at that. Jim knew Scott would emphasize that part in his
report so that his superiors wouldn’t think Scott had taken up
fiction writing. Even as he related the events, Jim was questioning
the self-doubts in his own mind about what he knew he had seen.

After he got out of the
police car, he leaned back in the window: “If you find anything out
of the ordinary, give me a call will you? I’ve never seen anyone
drive like that in a car by himself. He was terrified.”

“Sure,” Scott said,
“but you have way too much time on your hands if you’re going to
take an interest in a routine car accident. As gory as it is, it is
still just routine, wild man driving or not. He was driving too
fast, took out a power pole, smearing his face all over the
windshield, now he’s dead. Happens every day somewhere in the
country. Routine.”

“Not this one,” Jim
said. “Not this one.”




Chapter
3

An involuntary shudder
passed through Claude Jackson as he looked at the dead phone in his
hand. The sounds of Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony from the built-in
stereo system filled the silence. A large Leo Mallet landscape hung
alone on one wall, lit from above. The opposite wall contained a
built-in bar fridge with the music producing Sony stereo system
above it. Numerous pictures of his family were sprinkled along the
remaining wall space. Behind Claude’s gleaming walnut desk was a
picture window overlooking Halifax Harbour, the body of water
separating the twin cities of Halifax and Dartmouth. One of the two
suspension bridges connecting the two cities could be seen from
this window. Half of the arch disappeared into the sky. A few
shafts of late afternoon sun fell on the thick blue rug covering
the centre of the hardwood floor.

The message had been
short and to the point. Claude knew the phone call was coming. In
fact, he thought it should have come much sooner than this. But now
that the event had moved from hypothesis to reality, his advance
mental preparation seemed inadequate for the gravity of the
situation.

Matthew Lane had been a
thorn in his side for three years, three long suffering years. That
had been when he first found himself deep in financial trouble.
There were money problems before but not like this time.

As the cliché goes,
desperate times called for desperate measures. That was true both
at that time and currently. Until this exact moment though, he
hadn’t realized how desperate he had become. Perhaps his actions
were too impulsive. A man’s life had been extinguished,
forever.

He replaced the buzzing
receiver back into the cradle of the phone and slid the drawer
shut. An empty bottle of Pepto Bismal lay on its side by the phone.
This direct, private line from the outside bypassed the company
switchboard. Business conducted on this line met the definition of
“private and confidential” often seen stamped on envelopes. The
very private business conducted on it wrought the desperate
situation he was now confronted with.

Jackson’s downfall was
not caused by those common, but nevertheless expensive faults,
which often confronted successful business men like gambling or
snorting coke. People involved in those disgusted him as being weak
and failures. His downfall wasn’t even caused by a fault in him. It
was caused by a positive feature—ambition, the desire to improve
his lot in life or at least he defined it as such. A neutral
observer might not agree.

The light on his
intercom flashed to life accompanied by a low buzz. The call
originated in his brother’s office. A glance at his Seiko indicated
it was almost 6:30 p.m. If he ignored it, his brother would think
he had left for the day. He pushed the button and reached for the
phone.

“Yes, Neil,” he
said.

“Claude. Glad I caught
you. Could you come over for a minute before you leave? I want to
discuss a flyer order.”

“Sure Neil, I’ll be
right in.”

Neil Jackson was the
president and CEO of Jackson Printers and Publishers, JP&P as
it was known, and believed in a hands-on approach to running the
operation. Their father had co-founded and co-owned the business.
When Neil took over, he made a point of working in every department
as well as carrying out his presidential duties.

He used to quote
American president Dwight D. Eisenhower: “It is easy to be a farmer
when you use a pencil as a plow and are over a thousand miles from
the nearest corn field.” Neil was a get your hands in the dirt kind
of farmer.

To educate himself in
the business, he started in the mail room, as corny as that may
sound, and worked in every other department including a stint in
the unionized press room.

There were some
objections about that from the die-hard unionists but he paid his
initiation fees and his dues every month and became a member of the
GAIU. Granted, he didn’t finish his four year apprenticeship. He
did learn, however, what was involved in running the presses. After
a few weeks of awkwardness, most people treated him as one of the
guys. He carried his share of the load and more, expecting no
special treatment and getting none. The relationships he developed
during this period made his current job easier.

Now when he demanded
the impossible from his staff, he knew he was doing it but also
knew they would do their best to deliver. Usually they did. This
gave the company a competitive edge in the cut throat printing
business.

With the advent of
desktop publishing, the company needed any edge it could get. A lot
of their customers were meeting much of their own needs with an
in-house printing system. This made the big orders even more
important because that is all they were being left with.

It was just a matter of
time before the bread and butter orders like business cards, letter
heads and envelopes would come back. Quality would win out in the
end.

Their presses were
presses and not ink jet printers. They produced quality. Perhaps it
was time to put together an ad campaign to recapture this lost
business.

Doing it at a high
level might be the best approach—president to president. Point out
the savings they could generate by returning this work to the
printing plant.

He would bring this up
with Claude and get him working on it. Claude was vice-president in
charge of sales and promotion. He never took any interest in the
more mundane operations of the business. He was more the shirt,
tie, and suit guy. He preferred to be at the local club rubbing
shoulders with customers than in the back shop breathing ink fumes
or standing over a paste-up table.

This was all right with
Neil because Claude did bring in the customers and without
customers there was no reason to be in business. Some of his
expense claims seemed to be a little outrageous but he was a
co-owner. Lately, however, his head didn’t seem to be as much into
the business as Neil thought it should have been.

The door to his office
opened and Claude stepped in. Neil’s office could only be described
as utilitarian. The mandatory diplomas hung from the wall behind
the big, blonde oak desk which looked like it had been picked up in
an army surplus store. There was only one picture of his family
hanging from a small area of exposed wall. The rest were covered
with file cabinets and book cases. A chesterfield and chair took up
the corner opposite the desk. Neil sat in the solid oak armchair
behind the desk and greeted his brother.

“Claude, are you
feeling okay? You look terrible.”

“Greetings to you too,
big brother.” Claude forced a smile. He thought he had gotten
himself together before he came in. “It must be too many late
meetings taking their toll,” he said as he made a point of looking
at the gold wristwatch on his arm and then back at his brother
sitting behind his desk. The move was wasted on Neil. Neil gave no
thought to the amount of hours he put in. Like Mathew Lane, the
business was his life.

“You look gray,” Neil
said as he came around his desk. “Maybe you are coming down with
something. Your eyes seem to lack their usual sparkle. Not a good
thing for a salesman to lose.” He softened this remark with a smile
as he guided Claude toward the blue leather chesterfield along the
wall to the right of his desk.

“Relax Neil,” Claude
pushed away the arm with a gentle motion. “I’m just a little tired.
I’ll be fine tomorrow. What did you want to see me about?”

Neil walked back to his
desk, picked up a sheaf of papers and returned to the couch to sit
beside his brother. “I was looking at these figures on the Arenburg
account. They look a little low. Not much of a profit margin if we
run into any extra expenses.”

Claude took the papers
and perused them in silence for a minute. “This isn’t the whole
story,” he said. “Everything is going to be supplied camera ready
except for a couple of floorlines to list the addresses and I got a
good deal on some older stock from Stora Paper that is good enough
quality for this run.”

He rubbed his temples.
He was tired, more than he had realized. Then there was also an
advance cheque. He had received it with the order. This, he didn’t
report or mention to his brother. He just seemed to be getting in
deeper and deeper. With Lane dead, things could only get
better.

Neil studied the
figures a while longer, smiled, slapped Claude’s knee and said “I
knew there would be a logical explanation. It’s just that profits
for the first half of the year don’t seem to be as high as I
thought they would be.”

“Must be inflation,”
Claude said in a weak voice. How much had he siphoned off? He
hadn’t thought it was enough to be noticeable. It appeared he was
wrong.

“Perhaps,” Neil said.
“Drop over on the weekend. Sally is arranging a barbecue.” He let
the subject of finances drop.

Sally and Neil shared
more than a matrimonial bed. Sally owned fifty percent of the
printing plant compared to the twenty-five per cent owned by each
of the two brothers. Her dad had been a cofounder of the company
with the boys’ father. She inherited her father’s total share when
he passed on.

It would be unfair to
say the marriage between Neil and Sally was strictly a business
arrangement. Sally was an attractive young lady. They did like each
other. For Neil, that was a bonus. Over time, the liking developed
into loving. Most importantly, ownership of the company was
controlled.

Claude started to stand
up. Neil put his hand on his arm and held him down.

“Claude, are you in
some kind of trouble?” His green eyes stared right into Claude’s.
“I’m always here if you want to discuss it.”

Claude looked down.
Discuss it, he thought. What could he say? Neil, I’ve been ripping
you and the company off for the last three years. I know how
understanding you are, everyone says so, I’m sure you won’t mind.
Instead he looked back at Neil, staring into his chest and said
“I’m having a few minor problems, but nothing I can’t handle. In
fact things are starting to come around quite nicely.” He looked up
into Neil’s eyes and continued: “Thanks for the offer though, big
brother.”

“Good,” Neil said, “I’m
glad. But remember, if you need me–” He let his voice trail
off.

“Sure,” Claude said.
This extra attention made him a little uneasy. What was it they
said around the building—he can look right inside of you so don’t
try to bullshit him. Well, Claude had been succeeding for quite a
while now. At least he thought he had, but as he looked at Neil
now, his confidence faltered. This meeting suggested his deceptions
weren’t as successful as he thought they were. Neil’s bullshit
alarm seemed to be buzzing.

Neil had never
questioned Claude’s costing of a job before either. Did he know
something? It didn’t matter now, the deed was done. Claude’s
problems had been solved. Crosley’s phone call had verified that.
Claude pulled up his sleeve and looked at his watch. The seven
o’clock news was about to begin. He needed to hear the details that
the phone message had promised.




Chapter
4

As soon as Crosley
finished his phone calls, he climbed into his rental car, a
mid-sized blue Dodge, unassuming, unpretentious. He aimed towards
Exit 7 and headed back to the city. Everything had gone as planned.
Crosley expected nothing less. He followed the 7-P formula: proper
previous planning prevents piss poor performance.

For three weeks he had
followed Lane as Lane left his office in the hot, crowded city and
drove the 50 kilometers out to his peaceful, elegant, country
estate, leaving the heavy traffic behind him as he got farther from
the city. There was little worry of there being a car in front of
Lane to slow him down. He, habitually and without exception, passed
every car on the road. He could not stand to have any one in front
of him, Crosley observed. What now passed as modern full-sized
cars, Lane seemed to consider mid-sized. To a car lover they were
an abomination. He blew past them at every opportunity. There were
very few cars which could fend off the challenge of the sleek,
Caddy which had rumbling power to spare.

Crosley counted on this
compulsive driving habit of Lane’s when he formulated his own plan.
Indeed, Crosley had pushed his rental car to its limit to get to
his watching post before Lane made his final appearance.

Crosley had dogged Lane
far beyond this daily trip from Halifax to Hubbards. For the last
month, he had taken a first hand view of every aspect of the life
of the rich and famous. What a joke. Lane’s life consisted of a
series of telephone calls and meetings followed by more calls and
more meetings. The Cadillac even came equipped with a satellite
phone and a wireless laptop connection for God’s sake. Expensive,
but no dead zones. Lane could not afford to be out of touch with
the outside world. He didn’t leave the office at six; he packed it
into his briefcase and took it home with him. All that money and no
time to enjoy it. The thought made Crosley shake his head.

Crosley chose Wednesday
night for this event because there had never been a variation in
Lane’s routine on Wednesday as there were on other nights. This
tidbit came from a chat with Lane’s chauffeur, James Nelson.

Crosley had
“accidentally” run into the chauffeur several times in the past
month at local restaurants and coffee shops. To follow Lane, all he
had to do was keep an eye on Nelson. Tim Horton’s coffee ran
through everyone’s veins it seemed.

Early in the
surveillance, Crosley followed Nelson into a crowded coffee
shop.

“Mind if I join you?”
Crosley asked, coffee cup in hand.

Nelson absently looked
at him. “No, pull up a chair.”

“You got out of that
Caddy parked in front, didn’t you? Nice car. What is it a ’76? What
a cream puff.”

Nelson’s chest swelled
a little. “I’m afraid I only get to drive it. I don’t own it.”
Crosley now had Nelson’s full interest.

“My father had one like
that when I was a boy.” Crosley looked lost in thought. “I loved
that car. Haven’t been in one like it since my Dad died back in
eighty. The car went to my brother and he crashed it a month later.
Complete write-off. I never forgave him.” He turned from gazing
dreamily at the car to look into Nelson’s eyes as he made the last
comment.

The simmering look that
came into his eyes convinced Nelson that statement was still true
today. “Want to have a closer look?” he asked.

The two men made their
way out into the parking lot. Their coffee remained on the table
unfinished.

“Nice stereo system,”
Crosley said as he slid into the passenger seat.

“Mr. Lane installed
that for me,” Nelson said. Pride was evident on his face. “He never
uses it himself. He just sort of blocks out his mind to whatever
kind of music I choose. Sometimes, I notice him tapping his fingers
to the beat. He listens, he just won’t admit it.”

Crosley recalled that
statement as the eureka moment in this assignment. He never came
into a job with preconceived ideas of how to carry it out. A little
study of the subject would give him a direction. Sometimes he had to improvise a new past for himself to
encourage conversation.

“You’ve got one hell of
a job. You get to drive a cherry like this every day of the
week.”

“Not quite everyday,”
Nelson said. “Mr. Lane gives me Wednesday’s off. He drives himself
on those days. It’s his one chance to take this baby out on the
open road and open it up. I hear he drives like a maniac. I’ve seen
the traffic tickets. But what the hell, he can afford them.”

“Wednesday? That seems
like a strange day to have off.”

“It’s his wife’s idea.
She entertains on Wednesday evening. Mr. Lane’s presence is
mandatory. He never lets her down, although sometimes on Thursday
morning when we talk about what had happened the night before, he
hasn’t a clue. He has obviously tuned everyone out. His body was
there but not his mind. Hates the hangers on who are just there to
be seen with him, to touch the master’s hem he calls it. But he
loves his wife and puts up with the annoyance.”

“Been there, done
that,” Crosley said. “Those social events can be killers.”

“Well it’s not just the
social aspect. Mrs. Lane is trying to get him to slow down a
little. To enjoy some of this money. Mr. Lane says the enjoyment is
in making it, not spending it.”

Crosley did check out
the other days of the week as well, the 7-P’s.

Mondays, Lane sometimes
stayed late at the office to work on some idea he had come
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