


[image: cover]







Table of Contents

	About the Author

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26







Inger Ash Wolfe is the pseudonym for a North

American novelist.

www.rbooks.co.uk





THE CALLING

INGER ASH WOLFE

[image: The_Calling_01.jpg]





This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author's and publisher's rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

ISBN 9781407034157

Version 1.0

www.randomhouse.co.uk





TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS

61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA

A Random House Group Company

www.rbooks.co.uk

THE CALLING

A CORGI BOOK:

ISBN: 9781407034157

Version 1.0

First published in Great Britain

in 2008 by Bantam Press

a division of Transworld Publishers

Corgi edition published 2008

Copyright © Inger Ash Wolfe 2008

Inger Ash Wolfe has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs
and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of
historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library.

This electronic book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

Addresses for Random House Group Ltd companies outside the UK
can be found at: www.randomhouse.co.uk
The Random House Group Ltd Reg. No. 954009

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1





For Margaret, David, and Alice,

with love and thanks






1

Friday, 12 November, 3 p.m.

He was precisely on time.

For most of the afternoon, Delia Chandler had
busied herself with small tasks around the house.
She had already vacuumed the upstairs and down-stairs
that week, but she did it again, taking care to
move tables and chairs to ensure she got the head
of the vacuum everywhere that dust could hide.
One of Simon's tenets was cleanliness: she did not
want to meet him for the first time with so much as
a speck of dirt anywhere in the house.

She ran the dishwasher and cleaned the dish
tray. She even washed the bar of soap in the bathroom.
In his communications with her, Simon had
said that the key to health was to take care of your
environment as you took care of yourself. She had
followed his advice very closely indeed, preparing
the teas exactly as he detailed, drinking them
at the prescribed times of day, taking gentle
exercise at exactly 6 a.m., and getting into bed at
9 p.m. to make sure she got nine full hours of sleep
every night.

His ministrations – however long-distance they
were – had been invaluable in keeping her strength
up until he could come. The cancer was in her
bones now, and it had spread like a moss through
her pelvis and into the surrounding tissues. Dr
Lewiston had laid out for her the palliative options:
once the pain got too intense, she would be moved
into the hospice where it would be 'managed'. She
imagined herself being put to sleep like a dog. Her
sons, Robert and Dennis, had said they would pay
whatever costs were involved to ensure her
comfort. Sweet boys. She agreed to whatever they
proposed, knowing that, when the time came, she
would not need their help at all.

At two-thirty, Delia went upstairs and changed
into something befitting the guest she was about to
receive. She pulled on a new pair of pantyhose, and
then stepped into a blue wool dress. Any movement
of her arms above shoulder level shot a
scatter of pain throughout her body, as if a tiny
grenade had gone off in her hips. She eased the
dress up over her chest and shoulders, and she sat
down to catch her breath. Then she stood and
looked at herself in the mirror. She was quite presentable
for an eighty-one-year-old, dying woman.
She put on a pair of black low-heeled shoes, but
thought better of them, and put the orthotics back
on. Simon would not want her to be in pain for the
sake of looking good for him. No, he would not
approve of that kind of vanity.

The doorbell rang at three o'clock on the
button. She even saw the second hand hit twelve
at that very moment. She took a deep breath,
smoothed the dress over her stomach, and opened
the door.

Simon stood on her doorstep, bearing a heavy
valise. He was terribly thin, perhaps one of the
thinnest human beings she had ever seen. It gave
him the appearance of height. He wore a long
black coat and a black derby on his head, and his
face was deeply lined. He had the aspect of a gentle
elder, even though she knew he was younger than
she was, by at least thirty years. His was a face with
all the blows of life nesting in it. Her heart went
out to him, even though it was she he had come to
succour.

'Mrs Chandler,' he said. 'Thank you for inviting
me to your home.'

She drew the door wide and gestured into
the house. 'Simon, I am honoured to welcome you.'

He entered and removed his hat, placing it
silently on the hall table. He undid a black silk sash
from under his chin, and slid out of his caped coat,
and handed it to Delia. The outside of the coat was
cold from the fall air without, but inside, where his
body had been, it was warm. She went down the
hall a little and hung it for him. When she came
back, he was sitting on the couch, eyes scanning
the room, and his long hands clasping his knees. 'I
imagined your house would be just like this, Mrs
Chandler.'

'Please call me Delia.'

'Delia, then. This house is as if I'd dreamed it.
Come and sit near me.' She did, lowering herself
uncomfortably into the chair beside the couch.
When she was seated, he lifted his valise onto the
table and opened it. A smell of camphor emerged
from inside. 'We needn't truck in chit-chat,' he
said. 'It's as if we are already old friends, no?' She
smiled at him and nodded once in assent. It
delighted her that his demeanour in person was
entirely of a piece with how he was in his emails:
grave, but not humourless, and quietly authoritative.
He drew out half a dozen vials from the
valise. They were filled with dried plant matter and
powders. He lined them up neatly on the coffee
table. 'How have you been?' he asked. 'How's your
pain?'

'It's manageable,' she said. 'I take the lantana for
the pain in my bones, and it works for a couple of
hours. But I don't mind. A little respite is all I need
while waiting for you.'

He smiled at this, and reached out to take her
hand. He clasped it gently. 'I choose very carefully,
Delia, who I come to see. Only those who are completely
committed will do. Are you still completely
committed?'

'I am.'

'And you are not frightened?'

She hesitated here and looked away from him. 'I
have told myself to be truthful with you, so I will
say that I have been scared, yes. A little. But not
now, not at this moment.'

'Good,' he said, and his voice told her that it was
all right to have experienced some trepidation. It
meant she had faced it and moved past it. 'We
should get started then.'

'Yes,' she said.

'I do have to ask you to do one thing for me first,
however. It will make you somewhat uncomfortable.'
Delia looked at his eyes and waited for him to
explain. 'I must look at your body, Delia. I need
to see your skin before proceeding.'

She blanched at this, and thought of herself
picking through the few dresses in her closet for
one that would make her look the most presentable.
Now he wanted her to stand exposed before
him? But she did not question him, rather she rose
and faced him in front of the low coffee table. She
reached behind herself with one hand and drew the
zipper on the back of her dress down, wincing in
pain.

'Hold on,' he said. 'I don't want this to be
difficult for you.' He stood and came to her, went
behind her and unzipped her the rest of the way.
The dress fell to the floor in a pool of blue wool.
She felt him unsnap her bra, and she shook it off
down her arms, and then her hands travelled down
the puckered, pale flesh over her belly and she
pushed her underwear and pantyhose down.
'Thank you, Delia. I'm sorry for the discomfort.
Are you cold?'

'No,' she said. She felt his finger tracing her
spine, and she imagined he was pulsing energy into
her, burning away the wild cells under her skin that
were eating her life. Simon held her shoulder and
gently turned her. She half-expected to catch his
eyes, as if this could be a romantic moment blooming
– and what would she do if it were? If the last
person to show her real compassion also wanted to
show her love? But no, all of that kind of love was
gone from her life forever. The last time she'd stood
before a man naked she had ruined lives. She
wondered how far into the past her own purity had
to extend for Simon's purposes, and she debated
whether she should tell him. Then, selfishly, so she
thought, she decided to keep it to herself. There
was only this now, no past, only this. He lifted her
arms and looked into her armpits, then lifted each
breast, one at a time. He touched his fingertip to a
shiny coin of skin beneath one breast. 'This was
a mole, I'm presuming?'

'I had it removed when I was forty,' she said.
'Vain of me.'

'It's all right,' he said.

When he reached her abdomen, he laid his hand
on a scar below her navel. 'My birthsmile,' she said,
looking down. 'Caesarean. Just Dennis. There'd
been no problem with Robert.' She shook her
head. 'Fifty-four years ago now, if you can believe
it.'

'Did they do a hysterectomy? Take out your
uterus?'

'No.'

He patted the scar. 'Good. What about your
appendix? You still have that?' She nodded. 'But
not your tonsils, I imagine.'

'No,' she said. 'Who at my age has their tonsils
any more?'

'It's always a bonus if someone does. But I don't
expect it.' He picked her dress up off the floor and
slid it down over her head, then put her hand in his
and held it there, in his palm. 'I put you at a
hundred and thirty-five pounds,' he said. 'Forgive
me for saying.'

'One hundred and thirty-seven,' she said, trying
to sound impressed. 'Did you once work on the
midway?'

He smiled kindly. 'It's only to help me with my
measurements. Dosages and that sort of thing.'

'Is there anything else?'

'No ... that's all, Delia. Thank you. You can put
the rest of it on and sit down now. Sit on the couch
if you will.' She pulled her underthings on, feeling
more shy than she had when she'd stood naked
before him. He leaned over to pick up a piece of
thread that had come off her dress. He rolled it into
a ball between his thumb and forefinger, and slid it
into his pocket. She watched him turn and go into
her kitchen and put the kettle on the stove. She
saw him inspecting the countertops and the
kitchen table. A couple of times, he went out of
view, and she heard the lid of her garbage can open
and close. She did feel frightened now. She wanted
to tell him, but she did not want him to change his
mind. He had told her she was special. She had
impressed him. After everything he had done for
her, now he was asking for her help. She could not
refuse him, and she would not fail him. What he
asked for, what he asked of her, was so insignificant
in the face of what she would reap from her
courage. She heard the kettle begin to whistle, and
Simon brought it back, a plume of white steam
trailing behind him, and he laid a trivet on the
table. He took a small white teacup out of his valise
and put it on the table beside the six vials. He
opened them one at a time and held them out to
her, to smell. Valerian to calm her, belladonna and
hops to help her sleep, herbal sedatives. In higher
doses, they acted as anaesthetics. He tipped out a
half-thimbleful of each and dropped it into the
teacup, then poured hot water over it. Immediately,
the air filled with an earthy smell, a smell of the
forest floor and bark and roots. He swirled the cup
in his hands.

'Are you ready?'

'Will it taste bad, Simon?'

'It will taste absolutely dreadful,' he said, and he
smiled for her. She took the cup and looked into it.
It looked like a miniature swamp, swimming with
bracken and bits of matter. 'Drink it all. Including
the solid bits. Try to chew them a little if you can
bear to.'

She tilted the cup into her mouth. The herbal
stew poured into her like a caustic, burning her
tongue and the back of her throat. She pitched
forward instinctively to spit the brew out, but he
caught her with one hand against her clavicle and
the other over her mouth.

'That's it, Delia. You can do this.'

She swallowed in fits, her eyes watering. 'God,'
she said, her voice choked. 'Is this poison?'

'No, Delia. The tea is not going to kill you.
Swallow it ... that's it, let it go down.'

He watched her settle as the last of the tea went
down her esophagus. She clamped a hand over her
stomach. 'My God, Simon. That was the worst one
yet.'

'Can you feel it in you? Spreading?'

She looked around, as if to check that her reality
was as she remembered it. She was in her living
room. In the house she had lived in since her
wedding day. Her sons had been born in this house,
and had grown into men against the backdrop of its
walls. Eric had died here. She had grown old here.
She would not make it to ripe old age.

'We'll activate the compounds now, Delia.'

'Oh, can we skip the chanting, Simon? If
you don't mind. I feel like I might throw up.'

'Every plant and mineral has its own sound
signature, and if you do not bring yourself into sync
with it, it won't work. Have you not been doing the
chants?'

'I've been doing them,' she said. 'They make me
feel silly.'

'They're an essential part of the treatment. I'll
do this one with you. A head tone for belladonna
and low breath drone for the hops. Come on now.'
He held his hands out to her, and she took
them. He lowered his head, as if in prayer, and she
did the same. He breathed in deeply, and a sound
began to flow from the middle of his head, from the
space behind his eyes and nose. He opened his
mouth and the sound flattened. Delia followed him
as best she could, alternating between the high,
ringing tones, and the low, breathy ones.

When they stopped, she released his hands. She
actually felt warm. For the first time in months,
she felt warmth in her extremities. How pleasant, she
thought. She felt Simon's hands on her shoulders,
easing her back. 'Thank you, Simon,' she said
quietly. 'This is very nice.'

He brushed her hair away from her face, and
cupped his hand on her cheek. 'It is you who is to
be thanked,' he said. 'I thank you.'

Presently, Delia closed her eyes. He listened to
her breathing – low, long, soughing breaths. He
lifted an eyelid, but she was profoundly asleep.
He watched her for another minute, observing her
becalmed features.

He put his vials back into the valise and went
into the kitchen to wash his teacup. This too he
replaced in the valise. He took his Polaroid camera
out and checked that there was a film pack loaded.
He was too careful to have come without being
absolutely sure the camera had film, but he was also
too fastidious not to check again.

He laid the camera on the coffee table and went
to sit beside Delia. He took her wrist in his hand
and felt her pulse. It was faint, as he would have
expected, but steady. He ran his fingertips along
the outside of her palm, and up her pinkie, then
gripped the finger and snapped it at the bottom
joint. Her body jumped, but her eyes did not open.
The faintest moan escaped her lips.

Simon pulled the valise toward himself and
placed it on his lap, opening it wide and turning its
mouth toward the light so he could see inside. He
took another vial out of his bag and with it, a long,
thin spoon with a narrow head. He dipped it into
the lunar white powder within the vial and drew
out enough to coat the face of a dime. He held
Delia's mouth open with the thumb of his other
hand and tipped the contents of the spoon into the
space beneath her tongue and stirred it into
the moisture there, making a thin, ivory-coloured
paste. He replaced the vial and the spoon and
pulled out a length of tubing and a sterile swab
along with his sharps, and put them down on the
table. There was a coil of wire around a dowel in
there that he rejected, along with vials of herbs and
dried mushrooms that had come loose of their
moorings on the side of the bag. He cleaned it all
up. There was a .22 in there somewhere, but it felt
wrong for tonight, as did the hammer he pushed
aside. Its metal head clinked against glass. Finally,
his eye fell on a leather knife-sheath, and he took
it out and held the weight of it in the palm of his
hand. He wrapped his fingers around the handle,
and the sound as he drew the blade from its hiding
place was like a voice, like a word whispered: an
utterance. It said taketh, and he did.
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Saturday, 13 November, 7 a.m.

'Hazel! Hazel Pedersen, are you out of bed?'

Detective Inspector Hazel Micallef opened her
bedroom door. She could hear a low chuckle
emanating from the bottom of the stairs. 'Mother,
don't use my married name. Especially this early in
the bloody morning.'

'Sorry, Miss Micallef. Your breakfast is ready.'

'Keep it up, Mother.'

That low chuckle again.

Hazel closed the bedroom door and hobbled
back to stand in front of the mirror. She was still
hunched over, the pain in her lower back radiating
around to her hips. She watched herself in the
mirror lean forward to brace herself against
the dresser. It sometimes took up to ten minutes
before she could stand upright in the mornings. If
it still hurt after fifteen, she took a Percocet,
although she tried to save the painkillers until the
evening, when it wouldn't matter if she could think
straight or not. She tried to push her pelvis forward,
but a bolt of electricity rushed down through
her rear end and into the back of her leg. She
shook her head at herself, ruefully. 'You goddamned
old cow.' Her grey hair was standing out on the
sides of her head and she leaned across the dresser,
separated the comb and brush and pulled the brush
through her hair. Two bobby pins tucked in tight
behind her ears would keep it all in place. She ran
her hand over her forehead and her hair, and her
other hand followed with her cap. She tugged it
down. Every morning, this transformation: a sixty-one-year-old 
divorcée under the covers, a detective
inspector with the Ontario Police Services Port
Dundas detachment in front of the mirror. She
straightened her name tag and pulled her jacket
tighter around her shoulders, trying to stand tall.
Then she took the cap off and shook her hair out.
'Christ,' she said. The Percocet was in the top
drawer, between the underwear and the bras. She
looked at it, respite tucked between underthings,
almost erotic, a promise of release. She closed the
drawer.

* * *

Downstairs, there was an egg-white omelette with
a single piece of sprouted wholegrain flax and
kamut toast sitting on a plate. The bread that made
this toast was so dangerously high in fibre it had to
be kept in the freezer lest it cause bowel movements
in passersby. There was a cup of steaming
black coffee beside it. 'You need a haircut,' her
mother said.

Hazel Micallef took her seat and put her cap
down beside the plate. 'No one sees my hair.'

'I see it.'

'Are you going to eat with me, or are you just
going to torment me?'

'I ate.' Her mother – either Mrs Micallef or Your
Honour to the entire town – was still dressed in her
quilted blue-and-pink housedress. She kept
her back to Hazel, moving something around in
the frying pan. Hazel smelled bacon. 'Eat,' said her
mother.

'I'll wait for the bacon.'

'No meat for you, my girl. This is for me.'

Hazel stared down at the anemic omelette on
the plate. 'This isn't food for a grown woman,
Mother,' she said.

'Protein. And fibre. That's your breakfast. Eat it.'
She stared at her daughter until she picked up a
fork. 'How's your back?'

'The usual.'

'Every morning your back tells you to start eating
right. You should listen.'

Her mother had been back in the house for
almost three years. After Hazel's divorce from
Andrew, she had taken her mother out of The
Poplars and brought her home. She'd never cared
for that place, and having her 'underfoot' (as Hazel
put it to her, to get the old goat's goat) provided
them both with company. Her mother was the sort
of elderly lady that younger people called 'spry', but
to Hazel, Emily Micallef was a force of nature, and
not to be trifled with. She had seen her mother, on
more than one occasion, react to an offer of help –
to carry a bag, to cross a street – with a tart 'piss off,
I'm not crippled,' followed by a semi-lunatic smile.
She was the only woman Hazel had ever met who
loved being old. At sixty-one, Hazel herself was not
entirely enamoured of old age, but at eighty-seven,
her mother was in her element. Thin and rangy,
with skinny red-mottled arms, and long blueveined
fingers, her mother sometimes seemed a
clever old rat. Her eyes, still clear but rimmed with
faint pink lids, were vigilant: she missed nothing.
In her younger years, before she entered civic
politics, she and Hazel's father had owned Port
Dundas's largest clothing store, Micallef's. It was
legend in the town that no one ever stole anything
out from under Emily. She could smell unpaid-for
merchandise going out the door, and after catching
a dozen or so would-be thieves, it was widely
assumed that no one ever tried again. It was only
after Burt Levitt bought the store, in 1988, that
Micallef's even had a theft-detection system.

Her mother brought a plate of crispy bacon to the
table. Hazel had choked down half the flavourless
omelette (it had a sliver of waxy 'Swiss cheese' in it
that she suspected was made of soy protein) and
watched her mother snap off a piece of bacon
between her front teeth. She chewed it savouringly,
watching Hazel the entire time. 'I need the fat,' she
said.

'And the salt?'

'Salt preserves,' said her mother, and Hazel
laughed.

'Are you Lot's wife?'

'I'm nobody's wife,' she said. 'And neither are you.
Which is why I need to put on weight, and you need
to take it off. Or the only man who'll ever come into
this house again will be here to read the meter.'

'What would you do with a man, Mother? You'd
kill anyone your age.'

'But I'd have fun doing it,' said Emily Micallef
with a grin. She finished off a second slice of
bacon, then flicked a piece onto Hazel's plate. 'Eat
up and go. My shows are coming on.'

Hazel and Andrew had bought the house in
Pember Lake in 1971, when Emilia, their first
daughter, was eighteen months. It meant a ten-minute
drive back into Port Dundas to get to
Micallef's for Andrew (whose father-in-law had
hired him on), but both he and Hazel preferred
being at least a little outside of the town's grasp.
Later, when Hazel had been promoted back to the
town after paying her dues at a community policing
office in the valley, the house served double
sanctuary. Both born in places where dropping-in
was de rigueur, they'd opted for privacy in their
adulthoods, raising children in a town outside of
the 'big smoke' (as they called Port Dundas), in a
place with a population of less than two hundred.
People knew not to come knocking – with a job
that saw her knowing many hundreds of men,
women and children by their first names, Hazel
Micallef was a woman entitled to her time off. You
didn't come to the house in Pember Lake unless
you were invited, or it was an emergency.

Hazel got into the Crown Victoria she'd inherited
when Inspector Gord Drury, the
detachment's CO since 1975, had retired in 1999.
Central Division of the Ontario Police Services
had been promising a replacement for Drury ever
since, but it was an open secret that the
commander of Central OPS, Ian Mason, wanted to
roll the Port Dundas detachment, and five other
so-called rural stations, into Mayfair Township's
catchment. Mayfair was one hundred kilometres to
the south, in a different area code. It was a long-distance
call to Mayfair. Hazel, the only detective
inspector in the entire province acting as a detachment
commander, was holding her ground: she
reminded Mason on a regular basis that Central
owed her a CO, but she was despairing of ever
getting one.

She remembered the look on Commander
Mason's face at her swearing-in as interim when
Drury had dropped the Crown Victoria's keys into
her hand, like the passing of a torch. It had been
fairly close to a sneer. A female skip. A female skip
whose mother had once been mayor, and who herself
was a mere detective inspector. Drury had been
superintendent material, but he chose fishing over
it. Hazel knew what Mason thought of her: she'd
made DI by the skin of her teeth and now she was
in charge of a detachment that represented a
saving of over nine million dollars a year to the
OPS if they could get the clearance to merge
services with Mayfair. She'd been entitled to a new
car, one that didn't smell so much of Gord's
cigarettes, but she knew the car would air out
eventually, and it was still running. Plus, the
frugality would look good on her, she thought. Let
Mason deny her anything: she was driving someone
else's junker. But deny her he did. It was sport
to him. Extra men, travel allowances, computer
upgrades. He lived to say no, mumbling across the
line from the HQ in Barrie, 'Goodness, Hazel, what
need have you up there for colour screens?' And
here she was, six years on, driving the same car.
Two hundred and fifty thousand kilometres on it,
but it was her vehicle like it or no, and she was
going to drive it until the engine fell out. Then, she
suspected, Mason would give her a horse if she
begged enough for it. She backed out of the drive-way
and onto Highway 117.

It was fall in Westmuir County. A carpet of
leaves had accumulated at the edges of fields, on
lawns, in parks. Still red and yellow, but within a
couple of weeks, the trees would be entirely bare,
and the leaves on the ground brown and brittle.
The air was changing, the moisture leaving it, and
in its place was a wire-thin thread of cold that
would expand, leading deeper into November and
December, to become sheets of frigid wind. Hazel
could already hear the branches rattling with it.

She took the bridge over the Kilmartin River
and noted a torrent of leaves flowing down the
middle of it. In three of the last four years, the river
had spilled over its banks, eating away at the base
of the high shale walls and destabilizing the road
above. There had already been one tragedy, across
the way from where she now drove, when a car
carrying four teenagers back from a prom in
Hillschurch had driven off the blacktop by two or
three feet and hit a fissure. In a panic (so investigators
later said), the girl behind the wheel had hit
the accelerator rather than the brake, and the
crack in the earth had directed them right over
the edge, like a rail. All four were killed. There was
not a shop or service within forty kilometres open
for business on the day of the burials.

She rolled down the window, coming into town,
and the scent of the fall air swirled around her
head. She followed the road down to the right and
then up into Main Street rising in front of her, its
far end a full eight hundred feet higher above sea
level than its bottom. On either side of the street
were arrayed the buildings and names she had
known her whole life: Crispin's Barbershop; Port
Dundas Confectionery; The Ladyman Café; Carl
Pollack Shoes (Carl himself dead now almost twenty
years); The Matthews Funeral Home; Cadman's
Music Shop; The Freshwater Grille (the 'e' was new);
Micallef's, of course; the Opera House and the bowling
alley behind it; the Luxe Cinema; Roncelli's Pizza
and Canadian Food (which everyone called
'the Italians'), and the newer businesses, like the
computer shop owned by the guy from Toronto; a
bookstore that actually sold more than suspense and
horror paperbacks, called Riverrun Books; and a
mom-and-pop store beside the gas station, called
Stop 'N' Go. All of it serviced a population of 13,500
in the town; Hoxley, Hillschurch, and Pember Lake
made it 19,000.

It was strange to have spent all of one's life in or
close to a single place. But every time Detective
Inspector Micallef drove this strip, her heart sang.
This was where she belonged; there was no other
place for her. Mayfair was more than a one-hour
drive (forty-five minutes if it was an emergency),
and Mason, in Barrie, was a further thirty kilometres
to the south. She kept that world at a
mental arm's-length as much as she could. This was
her world. Every doorway framed a story for her –
some good, some not so good – and the faces that
peered out of those doors, or walked the sidewalks,
were her intimates. When she and Andrew split
up, she felt lonesome and bereft, but the feeling
only lasted a while. And then, as if the marriage
had been a caul in her eye, she saw her true life-partner
in front of her, and it was this place.

She pulled up to the curb beside Ladyman's and
put her cap back on. Inside the café, the counterman,
Dale Varney, turned the moment he saw her
and poured a cup of coffee. 'Your mother still
starving you?'

'To death,' she replied.

'Toasted western?'

'Please, Dale.'

She pulled a copy of the Toronto Sun toward her
along the countertop and took in the front page.
Some giant baseball player had admitted to using
steroids. Really – you mean you don't look like a
firetruck from guzzling raw eggs, pal? She sipped the
coffee and leafed through the paper. Nothing of
interest, and of course, nothing local. You needed a
gruesome murder in the middle of Main Street to
make it into the Toronto papers. In these parts, the
paper came out only twice a week, but everything
in it counted. Who was born, who had died, what
happened in the county courts, what shocking
speeds certain cars on certain country roads were
caught going. Her name and the names of her
officers were standard fare in the pages of the
Westmuir Record; it came with the territory. Any
crime reported in the county had her imprimatur
on it (or her deputy Ray Greene's), and a quote
from the Port Dundas OPS meant that what you
were reading was true, was vetted. It was as much a
responsibility as policing was, but it had different
rules. Hazel had made it clear to her corps that any
media requests came through her, and once she
agreed to speak, or to let someone speak, to a
reporter, she got final cut on the quotes. It wasn't
exactly tampering, but her office was the only outlet
for the bona fides. So the Record played by the
rules. And when she asked the paper – as she did
from time to time – to hold back something of
what they'd learned about a certain situation, or to
delay publishing a detail or two, they complied.
Because they were neighbours and friends to everyone
who walked the streets of the various
townships their newspaper covered, they knew
everyone affected by a crime, or involved in one.
Their first vested interest was their own community,
the second was newspaper sales. Hazel
liked living in a place where certain priorities still
held.

Dale brought her sandwich, and she tore into it.
It was hot and salty, with sweet red pepper hidden
in the folds. Her mother would kill her if she knew,
but at least now, she would have the energy to get to
lunch. Her mother was giving her protein and fibre.
That's what they put into kibble, she thought.

She paid Dale and got back into the car, drove
halfway up the rest of Main Street to Porter Street
and turned right. There, set back from the corner a
little, was the Port Dundas police detachment. Her
men and women covered the front line from
Dublin in the south to Fort Leonard in the north,
and from Georgian Bay to Temakamig – in other
words, the entirety of Westmuir County, an area
totalling 1,100 square kilometres. There were
community policing bureaus in many of the larger
towns of the county, but for anything major –
murder, armed robbery, aggravated assault – the
Port Dundas PD was called in. Her officers could
make it to most parts of their catchment in under
an hour, although many of the larger communities
of Westmuir County were within a half-hour drive.
They were well situated even if they weren't well
staffed: she had only twelve front-liners – eight
provincial constables and four sergeants leading
the platoons – and two detectives including herself.
(They'd been three, but DC Hunter had
retired in the summer. She knew how hopeless it
would be to try and get him replaced.) The Port
Dundas detachment was generally regarded the
best-run station in the region, despite its lack of an
official CO. The phrase 'copes admirably' was frequently
used in connection with them.

She went around the back and parked in her
spot. The sign said, Parking for Inspector of Police
Only, not her name, like some of the other signs.
Six years in the role, but she was still (and still
thought of herself as) the interim commanding.

Detective Sergeant Raymond Greene was standing
in her doorway the moment she went into her
office. Greene liked to dress the part: beige mackintosh,
shiny black shoes, a black homburg. He pushed
himself off the frame and came toward her. He
looked tense. 'Why can't you get a cellphone, Skip?'

'I don't like cellphones, Ray. It means people can
reach me whenever they want.'

'Exactly,' he said.

Melanie Cartwright, her assistant, came out of
her office farther down the hall. 'Detective
Inspector, I have a message for you from the community
office in Kehoe.'

'River or Glen?'

'River.'

'Can this wait?' asked Greene. 'I think I have
dibs.' He gave them both a toothy smile.

'I'm touched, Ray. Is it Ken Lonergan again?'

Cartwright nodded. She turned to Greene. 'He
wants permission to shoot a cougar.'

He smiled at Hazel. 'He's not talking about you,
is he?'

'Watch it, Ray.'

'Sorry.'

'Melanie, tell him to talk to someone in Parks
and Rec, please. I can't authorize a posse to kill a
cat. He knows that.' Cartwright nodded and disappeared
back into her office. 'What is it, Ray?'

'Jamieson got a call from Bob Chandler out in
Hoxley. He told him he'd been calling his mother
all morning and there's no answer.'

'So why is he still in Hoxley? It's only twenty
minutes.' Ray shrugged. 'Fine, then why is PC
Jamieson still here?'

'Well, you've known Mrs Chandler for ... and I
just thought—'

'Fine.' She strode partway down the hall.
'Melanie, I'm going back out. If Ken calls again,
you tell him that shooting cats is a felony today. I
don't want him wandering down the middle of
Kehoe River with a pistol like some cockeyed
Wyatt Earp, okay?'

'Got it,' said Cartwright.

'We'll take your car,' said Hazel.

'You have diced ham on your name tag.'

She plucked the offending meat off her chest
and put it in her mouth. 'Go,' she said.
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