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Beauty.

Does it live forever?

Yes, it lives forever.


From “Beauty,” by Richard W. Halperin



Chapter 1
She was left there sometime before the heavy snows and early December freeze-up, far enough from shore that coyotes couldn’t reach her and in water shallow enough that the massive carp and cruising pike wouldn’t feed off her. In this early spring, the snow that remained in the city was all grey and honeycombed—littered with paper, plastic wrappers, cigarette butts and abandoned bags of dog shit—but on the bay side of Cootes Paradise, such sights were foreign. Among the grey rocks and black trees, there were still large patches of white snow sharing the ground with the dead leaves of endless autumns, or laying like cotton balls deep in the branches of evergreen. From beyond the trees, the low sonic hum of traffic on the highway came in waves, like a bow crossing the strings of a double bass.

The ice was so thin that the right buttock and right hand had broken through and were frozen in place. The flesh appeared waxy and grey, either from decomposition or exposure to the air. Two young men had spotted the hand while cycling cross-country through the park—initially
they thought it was a rubber glove.

MacNeice trained his binoculars on the slab, blocking out the raucous banter from the cluster of cops at the end of the bay. He studied the protruding hand. The fingers appeared slightly swollen but relaxed. From the elevated trail where he was standing, he couldn’t tell with any certainty, but he felt sure the hand belonged to a woman.

The marine unit was taking its time. They had decided it would be better to cross Dundurn Bay—and certainly more exciting—than to haul a skiff around the bay in a trailer and paddle out from shore. He’d sent Detective Inspector Fiza Aziz with them to oversee the body’s removal.

MacNeice leaned against a maple and waited for the sun to break through the clouds scuttling across the bay. The damp smell of early spring filled his nostrils and, even though it had more than a hint of rotting vegetation, he found it pleasant. He exhaled, then trained the glasses on where he thought the head would be. Like it was breathing, the slab gently rose and fell.

Someone was coming along the path toward him; he recognized the footfalls. “What have you got?” MacNeice asked, studying the ice.

“Not much,” DI Michael Vertesi said.

MacNeice lowered the binoculars and glanced at the cops on the road. “Michael, give those men something useful to do. Get them busy searching the surrounding area, along these trails, and up that road in both directions.”

“On it.” Vertesi pulled his collar up against the chill and walked back along the trail.

MacNeice looked through the binoculars again as the sun broke free of the clouds, and he caught sight of the body floating in counterpoint to the rise and fall of the ice. Long hair, hard to
tell what colour, was drifting out from her head. Through the ice, her body resembled yellow marble. He sighed and let the binoculars hang down against his chest.

His cell rang. “MacNeice.”

Over the noise of the engine, which he could hear approaching, Aziz said, “We’re not far, Mac.”

“Richardson’s on her way from home and Winston’s—the commercial outfit they use to retrieve and deliver the body—will be here shortly. Tell your team they’ll have to bring her to the shore here.” He glanced back to see Vertesi pointing up the road and two of the uniforms heading off in that direction.

“They tell me this is a jet boat that can function in five inches of water, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”

“You don’t sound too certain.”

“Well, we’ve also got two divers in wetsuits and two firefighters with pikes, axes and a chainsaw.”

“The sun just gave me a glimpse underneath. I don’t know how thick the slab is, but I think the body’s somehow holding it in place. I can’t see anything of her left side, so make sure they understand she’s probably tethered.”

“You’re sure it’s a woman?”

“I can see long hair.”

The engine sounds grew louder and he looked out to the open water and spotted the police boat racing in a wide arc around the spit of land to the east. “I can see you now. You’ll be fine.”

“How bad is it going to smell?”

“Probably not bad. She’s been down there for a while, so the body is cold.” He put the phone in his coat pocket and walked down to the water’s edge where a fringe of icy lace hemmed the ragged shoreline. A shiny black GMC van with “WINSTON” spelled out in gold serif letters was lumbering slowly and heavily down Valley Inn Road. It stopped beside the cruisers, but no one emerged.

MacNeice watched Vertesi walk over to the driver’s side of the retrieval van, then focused the binoculars beyond the narrow spit where the police boat had dropped power and was surfing forward on its own wake. As it turned into the small bay, he could see Aziz in a bright yellow life jacket. As he got closer, the wheelman swung the boat about, shifted to neutral and let the boat drift gently toward the slab. It came gracefully to a stop just shy of the ice.

One of the divers climbed onto the stern-mounted step deck, pulled the neoprene hood over his head and put his black gloves on. The cop at the wheel shut the engine down and the bay returned to silence. The firefighters used pikes to hold the boat in position as the other diver dropped anchors fore and aft.

Aziz and the crew chief came out of the cockpit and stood on the port side, and Aziz shouted to MacNeice, “Sergeant Nelson Rivera is commander of this unit. The divers are Constables Dodsworthy and Zanitch.”

MacNeice called to the diver on the step deck, “Dodsworthy, can you tell how thick the ice slab is?”

“Probably four to six inches in the middle, three or so at the edge,” he said. “I’ll go under and see what’s happening.”

Zanitch brought Dodsworthy the tanks and helped him suit up. Dodsworthy put the mask and breathing line on and grabbed a large underwater flashlight. He made sure it was working,
nodded and slipped silently into the water. Everyone waited, then the diver’s shiny black glove appeared at the opposite edge of the ice. He pulled down hard; the heavy slab, perhaps eighteen feet long, dipped slightly before his black hand slid back into the water.

MacNeice had been half expecting, half hoping, that the frozen buttock and hand would sink—but they didn’t. When Dodsworthy reappeared and hoisted himself onto the step deck, the first thing he said was “She’s stuck pretty bad.” He turned MacNeice’s way and shouted, “Her left leg is tied to a marine anchor, her butt and hand are stuck solid in the ice. If I pull her out, I think she’ll rip.”

“What do you recommend?” Aziz asked.

He thought about it, looking down at the hand in the ice. “I’ll slide across the surface and use the chainsaw to cut her free. The ice is only about five inches thick where she is and she’s the only thing holding that slab in place.”

“Has the decomposition gone so far that she’d actually come apart?” Aziz asked.

“She’s actually in pretty good shape,” Dodsworthy said, “probably because she’d been on the bottom, buried in the muck, not getting torn up by the ice coming and going all winter. You can’t see squat even with the flashlight—it’s all by touch.” They settled on having one diver on the ice and the other underneath to catch her when she sank, or to keep her from drifting away.

Vertesi came back carrying two Styrofoam cups. “From the Winston’s boys, it’s a double-double; that’s all they had.”

“I’m chilled enough to forget that I’m picky. Thanks.” MacNeice held up the cup toward the van; the driver flashed the lights in response.

Zanitch was into his gear and disappeared quickly under the ice, resurfacing a short while later with the heavy anchor. Rivera took it from him, ensuring the line was slack before placing it
on the decking. Zanitch dropped quietly beneath the ice again. With the help of the firefighters, Dodsworthy eased himself onto the ice. On his belly, he began snaking toward the hand. A rope was looped from his left arm back to the boat where he had tethered it to the chainsaw. Once he was spread-eagled in front of the hand, he nodded and pulled the chainsaw toward him.
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