
  [image: 9781459734548]


  Cover


  [image: ]


  Lake on the Mountain


  
    


    Prologue



    


    1987: The Icy Bier



    A cold snap had frozen everything. Record low temperatures setting in the previous week presaged an early winter. The man wheeled his bicycle from the ferry dock over the rocks and down to the shoreline, where the ice had cracked and erupted in little chips, reflecting a bleak sky. The cold’s relentless grip on this chill November day was enough to send most men reeling back to their homes as quickly as possible, but this man hardly felt a thing.


    He stared at the surrounding shore and the ice encroaching the edges of the battered point. A spumy spray broke at the dock where the ferryboat had just left its mooring in a whorl of ice and black water. A light snow swirled about, landing on the man’s coat and brushing his reddened cheeks.


    He turned his head to the big boat pulling away from the dock. There were seven cars on board for the return voyage, so few it hardly seemed worth the haul. Most of the passengers were huddled in their vehicles, but a handful emerged to stand on deck braving the elements. If they turned and saw him standing there, would they sense his desperation? Would they glean any hint of who he was or what he was about to do, wondering perhaps if he could go through with it?


    A dull sun was setting through the grey skies arching overhead. Soon there would be nothing between him and the chill. He looked up at the mountain looming over the Adolphustown Reach. Somewhere up there, in three hours’ time, he had a different assignation. One he knew he was not meant to keep. Just one more broken promise in the grand scheme.


    He turned to look over his shoulder. Through the trees he could make out the house he had once called home. It could never feel like home to him again. Not after what had happened. Yesterday lay like a crack in time dividing his old life from whatever remained of it. Everything that mattered had been left behind in that house.


    He thought of his wife and felt a cold, clear burning inside. She had beaten him. She had stared across the courtroom with coldness and malevolence and spoken the words that brought his doom, describing to them how he had struck her. So she had won, and the victor’s spoils were too great for him to bear. But what about his sons? They still needed a father. He’d hardly been that to them.


    He took a step onto the ice, feeling its slippery solidity beneath his shoe. For a moment, it took him back to the skating parties when he was a kid. The endless fun, the shrieks of laughter and cups of hot chocolate afterwards. And the daring, going out farther than he should have. He’d been lighter then, a mere pup. Now he weighed more than two hundred pounds. He looked up and imagined himself skating out to where the black swath of water stretched fifty yards offshore, chunks of disembodied whiteness bobbing as the ferry cut a path on its journey to the far side.


    He took another step and paused at the uneasy creaking. In a sense, his mind had been made up long ago. He simply had to follow through with his intentions. He would head out for as long as the ice would bear his weight. Then there would be the first cracking and then another and it would be done. He thought about the cold engulfing him, the iciness gripping his skin. Even if he struggled, it would be too late.


    If someone were to come looking for him years from now, what would they find? A pile of bones, at best. It would tell nothing of why he had done it. Images spewed from his mind: all the anger, all the labour, all the loss. How would they see him afterwards? As a coward who ran away from his problems? Maybe he was. Then wasn’t it better to get it over with, once and for all?


    He could still make her pay, he thought. He’d kept meticulous records. Maybe one day it would help them understand his dark motives, the rage that burned, the anger she’d spoken of in court. The diary would help them piece it all together.


    A seagull shrieked and bobbed on a stray wave. It seemed to be laughing at him. The ferry had progressed to about the halfway point, slowly sawing through the ice and water. He stood there, a man poised over an abyss. Which would it be, this way or the other, with all of its grim consequences? He could go no farther. He had to choose.


    A gust of wind caught his collar, startling him. He turned and looked back to shore. The bicycle caught his eye. He ought to move it, not leave it there as a signpost, if he was going to go through with it.

  


  
    One



    2007: Look for the Unexpected



    He was late again. It was the third time that week. His son was waiting on the corner outside the dry cleaners, chomping on the yellow crescent of a meat patty and still wearing his team uniform. Dan pulled over and sat by the curb, watching. A smattering of graffiti ran across the brick, swirls and squiggles approaching letters, black on white on red. Nothing actually intelligible except for the cryptic rendering Babb 2. But no Babb 1. Did graffiti artists disdain the sequential? He watched Ked push against the wall with one foot — the Jordan Spiz’ikes that cost more than any shoe Dan had worn at that age — then lean into the brick again. Push away and in, push away and in. It took on a rhythm.


    Ked was with the same black kid from the other day — the one Dan had come to think of as the “ruffian.” His mind took in outward impressions: skinny face, weird hair, baggy clothes. A low waistband revealed the ruffled edge of blue-grey checkered boxers. At least the boy’s jeans were high enough, if he needed to run. What was it with teenagers and those freaking hoodies? They looked like ghouls roaming the streets, especially after dark.


    The ruffian’s face was set on neutral. No expression of defiance or curiosity. Certainly no joy. Did that spell devious or repressed? Usually Dan got a feel for kids, but this one gave few clues. He seemed almost catatonic — no junky twitches, no arrogant swagger. It was unnatural.


    Dan’s training taught him people were composites — aggregates of personalities, upbringings, social milieux. First you looked at the whole and then took in the details one at a time. Being a father confirmed it. You never knew who carried the knife and who might turn out to be a Rhodes Scholar. In this neighbourhood, sometimes the same kid filled both roles. Blue collar workers and artsy boho types eager to be near the film studios lived side by side with the new immigrants who thought they’d found Easy Street. A brave new world of 24-hour convenience stores, tenth-hand junk shops, and self-pumping gas stations, with guaranteed lifetime positions as parking lot attendants, fast food servers, and dollar store cashiers. Roll up, roll up — be the next ethnicity on the block to inhabit this ragtag, burnt-end-of-the-candle cul de sac. A new underclass of hirelings for the least-wanted jobs.


    The old Canadians knew they lived in a ghetto at the bottom of Leslieville that held gold for a few, but fool’s gold for most. Trapped between the uptight New Agers of Riverdale and the monochromatic, mostly-white enclave known as the Beach (And don’t call it the Beaches! residents chided), theirs was the forgotten neighbourhood. Above and to the north, Greek and Muslim communities stretched along Danforth Avenue in uneasy communion. To the south there was industry, water filtration plants, and the decay-ridden stench of Lake Ontario.


    Ked said something to the other boy, who responded with a gentle upturning at the edges of his mouth. Ah! He was shy, then. Or possibly enamoured of his son. Dan thought about the drink he’d be having at home and the files tucked into his case waiting to be unpacked. He honked.


    Ked looked over and said something to the other kid. Hands gestured in teen-speak. Additional clues, these ones more arcane. Ked ran across the street and climbed in back.


    “Hey Dad! Find any missing people today?”


    “Just you.”


    “Cool!”


    Dan turned to look at him. “Better view from back there?”


    Ked grinned. “Nah. I told Eph you were my chauffeur. Don’t blow my cover.”


    “And Eph would be…?”


    “Ephraim. New kid. He’s cool.” His son was mastering the art of the two-second meaningless sound bite.


    “Does he need a ride somewhere?”


    “Nah. He lives close.”


    “Is he going to be a friend?” Dan probed.


    “Um … maybe.” A one-shoulder shrug. “We’ll see how it goes.”


    “He could stand a change of wardrobe,” Dan said, catching the boy’s retreating form in his side mirror.


    Ked snorted. His freckles underwent a quick metamorphosis. “Eph’s from an underprivileged family. I hope you’re not going to hand me some crap about poor kids being bad influences.”


    “Hardly.”


    Dan reversed and swung the car around. Not bad influences, no. But what about the other kind? The kind that determined whether you became a success or failure in life. It added up. Who you hung out with, went to school with, fucked, or married — that sort of thing. It mattered in the end, even if for all the wrong reasons.


    He eyed his son in the rear-view mirror. Ked’s head was down, focused on his Game Boy. “Good game?” he ventured.


    “Pretty good.”


    “Score any goals?”


    “Nah.”


    Dan nodded. “You’ll get there. Just don’t neglect your schoolwork.”


    “I won’t,” Ked said without lifting his eyes.


    “How’s your mother?”


    “Same.”


    Dan saw Ked wrinkle his nose the same way Kendra would at such a generic question. “Be specific or be gone,” she liked to say. Dan could play that game.


    “Same as what?”


    “Same as always,” came the reply from the backseat.


    “That’s what you say every time I ask.”


    Ked looked up. “It’s true. What do you want me to say?” His voice rose in pitch, as though puberty wasn’t done with him.


    “I want you to tell me how she is. Happy? Healthy? Going anywhere interesting?”


    “She’s fine. She’s happy. Not going anywhere. She doesn’t ask as many questions as you.” Ked bared his teeth at the mirror then turned back to the Game Boy.


    “You’re really exasperating, you know.”


    “I know, Dad. I learned it from you.”


    Cars buzzed past the intersection. Rush hour was in full swing. The streets were packed with the usual muck of traffic heading away from the downtown core. A black Neon swerved into their lane without signalling. Dan felt a prickling of anger on his scalp and back.


    “Who taught these losers to drive?”


    Ked looked up again. “Other losers?”


    Dan braked for a scattering of teenagers running from the 7-Eleven and dodging cars. More hoodies. The smallest of them banged a pop can against an SUV, exchanging glares with the driver and flashing a less obscure hand signal Dan recalled from his own teen years. The light turned red. Vehicles continued to flood the intersection, blocking the way.


    “Inconsiderate moron!” Dan yelled through the window.


    An Asian woman looked nervously away.


    “Too much testosterone, Dad,” Ked informed him.


    Dan thought again how the city had devolved over the past fifteen years into a rat’s nest of frustration and seething tempers. Corporate crime had taken the backseat to a more visible MTV-style menace: street gangs shooting and killing in broad daylight, the corrupt, surly cops who chased them, and the mindless assholes who blocked intersections and drove like the selfish pricks they were. That and the slow-moving immigrants who learned to drive at schools with names like Lucky Driver and navigated as if they were herding caravans in the desert. What did luck have to do with it?


    There was a moment’s respite as Dan turned down his street. The overhang of leafy boughs made it seem like a vast cathedral. The elation vanished. Once again he had to squeeze past his neighbour’s car to get into his parking pad. If she’d pull up another foot it wouldn’t be a problem, but Glenda couldn’t be bothered to clear his drive. He looked over. She was out raking leaves in the kind of outfit women wore to cocktail parties. She ignored him. He’d been an occasional dinner guest before Steve moved out. Dan liked Steve, but had wondered about his wife. She always seemed a little vacuous and self-absorbed. Maybe Steve liked his women that way.


    He got out and slammed the car door. “Fucking princess,” he muttered, hoping she might hear but Ked wouldn’t.


    “You got that one right, Dad,” Ked said, shouldering his knapsack.


    Juggling his laptop, briefcase, and raincoat, Dan fumbled the key into the lock. As the front door swung open, he smelled something disgusting — like farts, only worse. His first thought was about the garbage. This was more immediate. He looked down and just missed stepping on a large brown turd.


    “Not again! That goddamn dog!”


    “I’ll clean it up.” Ked threw his knapsack on the counter and darted for the cupboard to retrieve a mop and a plastic bag.


    “I just walked him at lunch time!” Dan fumed, knowing that had been seven hours ago.


    Ked bagged the offending litter and knotted the handles together. “Maybe he’s mad because you neglect him too.”


    Dan looked at his son. “Are you saying I neglect you?”


    Ked looked up, his face serious. “No, Dad. I’m saying you could be a better dog owner. Even dogs need love.”


    “He’s your dog — you love him.” He watched his son swipe at the spot with the mop. “He does it on purpose.”


    Ked looked pained. “He’s old, Dad. He can’t help himself.”


    “That’s not true. When it’s an accident, he hides it in the basement. When he does it at the front door like that — one big piece of crap right where I’ll step in it — then it’s a big ‘Screw you, buddy.’”


    Ked giggled.


    Dan looked around. “You see — he’s nowhere in sight. He knows he’s done something bad, otherwise he’d be here to greet us.”


    “He probably knows you’re pissed and he’s hiding from you.”


    Ked finished cleaning and put the mop away. They looked up at the sound of claws scampering over hardwood. The transgressor, a ginger-coloured retriever, stood at the living-room door, tail wagging.


    “Here, boy!”


    The tail wagged harder, but the dog held his ground.


    “Son of a bitch!” Dan snarled.


    The dog’s ears went down; the tail came to a standstill.


    “He’s afraid of you,” Ked said.


    “He’d better be.”


    Ked knelt and stroked the dog’s silky ears. He pointed at the spot he’d just cleaned and looked at the dog. “Did you do that?” The dog’s ears went back down; he looked away. “That’s a bad boy,” Ked said gently.


    The dog whimpered.


    “He says he’s sorry,” Ked said.


    “Right. Next time he can clean it up, if he’s so sorry.”


    Ked looked at the dog. “Did you hear that, dude? You better behave or Dad’ll put us both out on the streets.”


    The dog’s tail thumped enthusiastically.


    “You have to learn to speak his language, Dad. Watch his eyes.” Ked turned to the dog and opened his arms. “What do you want, Ralph? Show me!”


    The dog turned its gaze to the French windows at the rear of the house.


    “You want out?” Ked said.


    Ralph bounded to the back exit and stood waiting. Ked unlatched the door and the dog tore outside.


    “You have to ask him what he wants,” Ked said. “He tells you with his eyes. If he looks at the treat cupboard, he wants a reward. If he looks at the fridge, he probably wants whatever you just had to eat. If he looks at his leash, he needs a walk.”


    “Don’t tell me he speaks English.”


    Ked looked at his father sympathetically, as though he might be just a bit slow. “No, but he can understand what you’re saying. You have to learn his language, too.”


    Dan nodded. “I’ll keep it in mind.”


    “Hey, Dad! I got a new book today.”


    Ked retrieved a paperback from his knapsack and tossed it on the counter. Dan glanced at a woman’s pensive face framed by dark bangs, her cigarette upraised and smoke curling artistically overhead. Harrison Ford’s sweaty likeness menaced a library barcode with a hefty handgun. Across the top in red letters: Blade Runner.


    “It’s really cool. It’s about this guy who lives in LA after it’s been totally destroyed and hunts androids for a living,” Ked said. “The only problem is, they look and act exactly like humans, so it’s hard to tell who’s an android and who’s a real person.”


    Dan grunted.


    “You know it?”


    “I know it,” Dan said. “Only in my day it was called Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep.”


    “Yeah — I think that was before the movie, though.”


    “In the old days.”


    “Right. Anyway, I think I’m going to like this one.”


    The answering machine blinked red on the side table. Dan regarded it, appraising what it might hold. He pressed play. A cool voice emerged, the tones submerged beneath a wall of self-assurance.


    “Hello, Daniel,” said the voice. “It’s Bill....”


    “Speaking of androids,” Ked said quietly.


    “He’s cancelling,” Dan declared, shaking his head. “I knew he would.”


    “… I wanted to give you a heads-up. Something’s come up at the hospital and I can’t make it tonight. You and Ked have a good time without me....”


    “We will, you dick-head.” Dan reached out and cut the message off.


    “Why do you date him?” Ked asked. “He treats you like shit.”


    Dan raised a warning finger. “I can say that — you can’t.”


    Ked rolled his eyes. “I’m just saying ...”


    Dan pressed play again. A second voice began. “Hey, Sis — how are things?”


    “Does ‘Sis’ mean sister or sissy?” Ked said.


    “Both.”


    “Hey, Ked,” the voice continued. “Happy birthday, dude.”


    “Cool! He remembered.”


    “Danny, I forgot to ask if we’re having burgers or chicken for supper. I don’t know whether to bring white cream soda or red....”


    Dan smiled.


    “… so maybe I’ll bring both. See you tonight!” The message clicked off.


    Ked looked up at his father. “Is ‘sissy’ a bad word?”


    “Depends who’s saying it.”


    Ked pondered this. “Did you and Uncle Donny ever date? I know he talks about what you look like nude....”


    Dan raised a hand. “Don’t believe everything he says!”


    “… but I wasn’t sure if you ever dated him.”


    “We dated. It was a very long time ago.”


    “But was it more than sex?” Ked persisted.


    The topic of his father’s sexuality had never been off-limits, but of late Ked had become more curious about Dan’s private life.


    Dan thought this over. “I guess it was, though we may not have realized it at the time. Maybe that’s why we’re still friends.”


    “Then why don’t you still date him? Is it because he’s black?”


    Dan shot Ked a look. “You know it’s not. Your Uncle Donny just likes to date a lot of men at once....”


    “He’s a slut!” Ked crowed.


    Dan eyed his son. “Ked — don’t talk like that.”


    “Why? That’s what Uncle Donny says about himself.”


    “Nevertheless.”


    “And you like to date just one guy at a time, right?”


    “Something like that.”


    Ked thought this over. “Do you think you and Bill will ever get married? I mean, for real married, like in a church and everything.”


    Dan reached over and tugged his son’s dark curls. “Why? Do you want to be my best man?”


    Ked shrugged. “I would if you wanted me to.”


    “I’ll let you know when we set the date. In the meantime, I’ve got a bit of work to do....”


    Ked groaned.


    “… and you’ve got at least one guest coming for supper, so let’s go get ready.”


    Upstairs in his office, Dan set his laptop on the chair and cleared his desk. On the walls, Martha Stewart’s Corn Husk competed for calm with the green-and-white striped shade pulled down. A single upright oak shelf held investigative reports, half-read anthropological texts, and a handful of slim detective novels, book-ended by Joyce, Pound, Proust.


    Dan had three cases to write up before the weekend. Donny would be here by eight o’clock, and that left only tomorrow and Friday morning. After that, the wedding would take up all his free time. If he didn’t work now, they might not get done.


    He pulled up the latest: a seventy-six-year-old female who hadn’t returned from a day trip to Toronto. He scanned the screen. No physical or mental impairment. The woman’s daughter had tried to file a report with the Kitchener police; no one would take a formal statement. She’d been advised to contact the Toronto force, who confirmed they’d had notice of her mother’s whereabouts on two previous occasions. The bottom of the report carried a familiar name.


    Dan flipped through his Rolodex and fingered a card. He had a good guess what had happened. If he were right, Sergeant Carmen Stryker could probably confirm it. He glanced at the clock — nearly seven. If Stryker was still at work, that is.


    The phone rang once and someone grabbed it. “Stryker.”


    “Hey, Carm. Dan Sharp here.”


    “Sharp! How the hell are ya?”


    “Plugging away at it.” Dan pictured the beefy sergeant sweating at his desk. “How about you? Still on the desk, I see.”


    “Fuckers!” the cop growled. “I never get outta here before eight.”


    Dan heard what sounded like a fist banged onto a desktop.


    “You’re too good at what you do, my man. If you stopped solving problems indoors, they’d have you back on the streets in a flash.”


    A hearty laugh. “You got that right! Anyway, what can I do you for? Your mother disappear again?”


    “Close. You must be reading crystal balls. I got a misper who came through your office twice before. Wondered if you were keeping her holed up there again.”


    “Name?”


    “Edith Walmsley, age seventy-six. Kitchener address.”


    “Sounds familiar — she has a history, you say?”


    “Oh, yeah.”


    Dan heard the tapping of keys. Stryker grunted. Then, “Oh, shit — her! Crazy bitch. Yeah, she’s here. This time we’re keeping her till we make sure her family knows what she does with her spare time. I don’t want her coming back with that poor little old lady story.”


    “Shoplifting again?”


    “You got it. More jewellery. This latest price tag might just put her in the big league.”


    They had a chuckle over the foibles of little old ladies then Stryker had to take another call. “Say hi to the wife for me,” he said, hanging up.


    “If I had one I would,” Dan said to the empty air.


    One down, two to go. A drink would serve him well now. He slid the drawer forward and reached for the Scotch. He twisted the top and hesitated. When was the last time he’d worried that he couldn’t be bothered to use a glass? Too long ago. Anyway, it was just one. The initial gulp tasted medicinal, iodine on an open wound. The second went down easier.


    The next file was more difficult. Two years earlier, a male vic had been found in the Don Valley with gunshot wounds to the face and head. The description was laughably commonplace: white, 175 centimetres tall, 22 to 25 years old, brown hair, heavy tattoo work on the chest and arms. Numerous calls had come in for someone with that description; it never turned out to be him. The case languished in the John Doe files before showing up on a junior officer’s desk. It was another month before it was transferred to Dan’s.


    Dan and the junior officer had perused the photographs together. A tattooed word caught Dan’s attention: bog. Dan thought he saw what the problem was.


    “What kind of moron tattoos bog on his chest?” the underling sneered.


    “Maybe a Serbian moron,” Dan said. “It means ‘God’ in Serb. You ask off continent?”


    The man’s face fell. “How the hell was I supposed to know that?”


    “Never assume anything about a man who can’t tell you how he ended up on a morgue table,” Dan said.


    The underling stared at Dan as though he were God in any language. Dan wasn’t about to tell him he knew only two words in Serb, thanks to a former lover who’d come and gone with the greeting “Pomoz’ bog.” God help you. Though in this case, it appears God hadn’t.


    The call came from Bosnia a week later. A woman had reported her son missing two years before. He’d left home looking for employment in March. He hadn’t said where he was going but maintained cellphone contact with her until August 16, the day the unidentified body turned up in the Toronto ravine. The Serbian police forwarded the report and a dozen snapshots. The only thing that didn’t fit was the age. According to his mother, her son was thirty-two when he disappeared.


    Whether he was twenty-five or an underdeveloped thirty-two wouldn’t make much difference. Dan looked over the photograph of a mop-haired young man in a navy T. Spiky tattoos peeked from under the sleeves. Dan pulled up the morgue photos. The dead man’s face was too damaged to confirm anything, but the tattoos showed a similarity.


    The photographs supplied by desperate relatives fascinated Dan. Of course, with hindsight you could read whatever you wanted into them. Those sad eyes might be holding back a lifetime of misery and despair, or maybe they were just bloodshot from drink. That grim stare could belong to someone who’d finally found the determination to leave a hopeless situation, or it might have been masking a simple dislike for the photographer.


    The “why” could be more difficult to determine. Some disappeared to punish whoever kept them from whatever was “out there.” Occasionally they returned on their own, without finding what they were seeking. Dan wondered if the ones who never showed up again had been more successful. Still others claimed not to know why they’d left or even to have considered who might have been hurt by their actions. Sometimes it was sheer desperation, a last chance to escape whatever held them back. It didn’t matter — they just went. Then there were the ones who didn’t have a chance to think about it, because vanishing was the last thing on their minds. They had futures, careers, families — and every reason to stay. They turned up in ditches and farmers’ fields years later, a pile of bones, a tag of cloth, a collection of dental records. What had made them the target of murderers, the victim of rapists who felt they had no choice but to finish a job gone wrong? These were the most intriguing ones.


    The second-last photograph showed a group of young men playing ball near a line of bleachers. Marker arrows pointed to a shirtless figure, his right arm thrown back and a ball in hand. The torso was wiry, the ribs too prominent. A blazon of hair ran up his belly and across his chest. Dan’s eyes lingered. If the boy had been alive, he might have found the photo erotic. Being aroused by pictures of the dead made Dan queasy, however. He brought out a magnifying glass and leaned in. On the left pectoral over the heart, he could just make out the word bog. Case closed.


    He signed off on the file and wondered about his Bosnian counterpart — the one who would contact the family with the news. No matter how a case ended, Dan seldom took pleasure from it. It was work. Whether he successfully tracked someone down or had to pass on bad news had little bearing on how he presented it. He offered his findings quietly, but unambiguously. “Your son died of natural causes.” “The dental work confirms it’s your daughter’s body.” “Your wife is alive and well, but no longer a woman.” His words fell with simple gravity, as though he were pronouncing a sentence the hearer must bear accordingly.


    Some took the news quietly. Others cried or broke down, knowing their lives were changed forever, if not outright ruined. For some it came as a combination of pain and relief at finally knowing. Knowledge could stop the hoping, but it didn’t make things better. They were the ones who made Dan’s life hell, though he didn’t resent them. It was the ones who didn’t or wouldn’t grieve he resented, as though they’d made his work a failure, like a fireman saving a burning building only to learn it had been condemned. He hated futility — the feeling that his work amounted to nothing. “No return” was unacceptable.


    In the course of his investigations, Dan was meticulous. A missing person’s past was like a shadow thrown against a curtain, all outline and little detail. Sometimes the smallest point was the telling one. He thought of the junior who’d missed out on the word bog. The mistake was understandable, but it was sloppy work all the same. Know thoroughly the nature of what you’re being asked to investigate and then look for the unexpected — that was Dan’s modus operandi. It was the only way to find the missing, especially if they didn’t want to be found.


    He stopped and took another pull from the bottle, then settled in again. He brought up the last file and glanced at the overview. He didn’t have to read far. Why anyone was surprised when abused teenagers ran away, Dan couldn’t imagine. The fourteen-year-old, Richard Philips, had left his home in Oshawa following an argument with his mother and stepfather. The photograph showed a dark-haired teenager with wary eyes and a pouting mouth. Dan wondered who’d taken the shot.


    The details were predictable. Richard’s problems had started when he was twelve, not long after his mother remarried to a man who never got along with her son. According to his mother, her son had been picked on at school. More importantly, he had sexuality issues. Richard’s stepfather threatened him after police nabbed him hanging around a gay cruising area. The boy disappeared two weeks later when the same officer picked him up again.


    Dan sat back. He could easily imagine some sadistic homophobe getting his jollies by fucking with the kid’s nascent sex drive. At that age, it was hard enough to accept yourself for what you were. To have bullying cops, taunting classmates, and a narrow-minded stepfather harassing you might prove too much for some kids. Running away was one solution. Suicide was the other.


    The report carried the usual protestations by the mother and stepfather: they’d given their son everything and didn’t understand how he’d become someone they barely knew — angry, resentful, and gay. The first two were usually easy to explain when the history was examined. The third wasn’t something you could rationalize to distraught parents, especially the ones who wanted to justify their actions: threats and beatings, doors locked at midnight to teach a lesson to the habitual latecomer and rule-breaker. Self-justification was one thing, but how did you forgive yourself if you locked your door and your kid ended up dead? It happened. Ask Lesley Mahaffey’s parents.


    Dan looked at his watch — nearly time. He closed the file on the teenage runaway and went downstairs to see what Ked had done to prepare for his party.

  


  
    Two



    Modern Jazz



    Ked was asleep in a chair next to the barbecue. Donny and Dan sat across from one another. The remains of a food platter, a dozen empty beer bottles, and a half-eaten birthday cake sat on the table between them. Coloured lanterns threw shadows around the deck. Sleepy nighttime jazz seeped from the speakers and wafted through the backyard.


    Donny blew a smoke ring. “This Marsalis?”


    “You got it,” Dan said. “Is he hot or cool?”


    “I’m not sure he’s either,” Donny answered. “Wynton plays like a white boy. I put him in the same category as Chet Baker.”


    Dan’s face was a question mark. “Are you saying that because he plays classical?”


    “Not at all. I think Marsalis is a dynamite classical player. Except for that number two Brandenburg where he sounds like a synthesizer. It’s his jazz I have a problem with. It’s too stiff and intellectual.”


    “You don’t like Chet either? He’s got great tone.”


    Donny took a drag worthy of Bette Davis then stubbed out the cigarette. “He’s Ivy League. I don’t like anyone who thinks ‘Over the Rainbow’ is a respectable jazz number.”


    Dan laughed and uncapped a beer. “You snob!”


    Donny’s eyebrows shot up. “Sugar, I work in the cosmetics industry. It comes with the territory. And you can’t touch me for that.”


    It was Donny’s revenge for growing up poor, black, and — the ultimate disgrace for a Caribbean son — gay. Somehow he’d discovered he had a discerning nose for expensive scents, the perfumes and nectars of the gods. He now made a living turning up his nose for the same people who’d once snubbed him, advising them on the lotions, potions, and magic formulas they hoped would transform their looks. Maybe even their lives.


    “Oh, yeah?” Dan countered. “How cool is it for some of these old black guys to be playing ‘Summertime’? That’s just tourist shite!”


    “Hee-hee! You got me there.”


    Dan thought for a moment. “Are you saying you can tell whether a player is black or white by how he blows a horn?”


    “Sure I can!”


    “No way! You’re going to have to prove that one.” Dan went inside and returned with a handful of CDs, tossing another bottle of beer to Donny. “Test time,” he said, slipping a disc into the player.


    Chirpy bird-awkward notes wafted upward, drifting among the branches, cool and seductive.


    “It’s Miles,” Donny said after a moment. “Probably from the mid-fifties, which means it’s the Quintet.” He listened again. “Yeah, that’s Coltrane. No mistaking that sound.”


    Dan whistled. “Very good. It doesn’t even sound like the Miles Davis I know.”


    Donny shook his head. “I can always tell Miles. Ellington called him the ‘Picasso of jazz.’”


    “Does that make him hot or cool?”


    Donny shot him a quick glance. “You have to ask? Miles Davis is the epitome of cool jazz. There’s no one better. Listen to that sound!”


    A rap beat emerged from the player next. Pure street cred. Donny smiled. “Miles again. This is from doo-bop, am I right?”


    Dan nodded.


    “I don’t even need to hear the horn. You can’t shit me. This was his last album. I’m a true blue Miles fan.”


    “Damn.” Dan shook his head and removed another CD from its case. “Okay, smart ass. Who’s this?”


    A feathery drum brush dominated the speakers as a stuttering horn searched a pathway between the notes. Donny listened quietly for a moment.


    “I’m going to guess Dizzy, and you’re a dead man if I’m wrong, ’cause I hate to be wrong when it comes to my horns.”


    Dan grinned. “Right again.”


    “I don’t know this piece. What is it?”


    “It’s a live performance of ‘Lullaby In Rhythm’ from a Paris nightclub. Very early Dizzy. It’s a reissue I picked up recently.”


    “Cool! Catch those brush strokes! That drummer’s making love to someone. So’s Dizzy. Hear those triplets? Whenever I hear Dizzy, I feel a whiskery set of lips moving to-and-fro across my belly till I’m ready to explode.”


    “So is he hot or cool?”


    “He is definitely hot. Listen to that sound — the man’s on fire!”


    “Define Gillespie’s tone in three words or less.”


    “Hmm....” Donny put a match to a cigarette, cocked his head, and listened. “Sexual … seductive … he’s all wet and slurpy. He gets right inside your skin with that splatter of notes.”


    “Too many words. How about ‘slutty’?”


    Donny exploded in laughter. “You got it. That’s exactly what old Dizzy is! Slutty! Whoo, boy! I can feel those bristles on my belly! Just don’t tell him he’s making love to a man, though. He might get upset.”


    “You never know. He might like you.”


    The laughter subsided. Dan switched CDs. A glittery baroque theme gilded the air.


    Donny snorted. “Ah, man! That’s Marsalis again.”


    “You sure?”


    “You can’t fool me just because he’s playing classical.”


    Dan shook his head. “Nope.”


    “What? Sure it is. That’s Wynton Marsalis. I know this piece.”


    “What is it?”


    “Something about the Bright Seraphim. It’s by Handel.”


    “No, man. You are dead wrong on both counts. It’s not Handel and it’s not Marsalis.”


    Donny stared, cigarette smoke leaking from his nostrils. “It can’t be. Let me see that thing.” Donny looked over the CD case, shaking his head. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said softly.


    “That’s Gerard Schwartz playing Scarlatti. He’s as white as they come.”


    “You see? I told you Marsalis plays like a white boy.”


    Dan smirked. “Gotcha!”


    Donny raised a warning finger. “You say a word about this and I’ll tell everyone you gave Abe Pittman head in my bathroom because you felt sorry for him when Victor dumped him.”


    “Ooh!” Dan said. “That’s mean. Okay, I promise.”


    The track came to an end. The night was silent again. Donny turned to look at Ked curled up on his chair.


    “You think the kid enjoyed his party?”


    “Party of three, with his father and surrogate uncle?”


    “Doesn’t he have any friends his age?”


    Dan shot him a look. “Do you think he’d want me to introduce them to gay Uncle Donny and his dad’s boyfriend Bill?”


    “I see. We’re good enough to fuck, but not good enough to be family, is that it? And what happened to His Royal Highness, anyway? He stand us up again?”


    Dan shrugged off the question. “You know — work. Something came up.”


    “Uh-huh. Something’s always ‘coming up’ at work. When are you going to get wise to that one?”


    Dan cocked a warning eyebrow. “Whatever that means, Bill is fine. For now.”


    “Yeah? Then why’s he always running around half-naked, doing E at clubs and acting like he’s still in his twenties? He’s a doctor, isn’t he?”


    “He’s still a big kid at heart.”


    “I’ll say.”


    Dan took a pull from his beer and set the bottle on the table. “Anyway, it’s not as if I have options.”


    “And it’s not as though you advertise, either. When was the last time you went out to a bar?”


    Dan shrugged. “I don’t get lucky in bars — I just get drunk. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m no beauty.”


    “No, Sugar, you are not, but you have a very tight, trim body the older boys love because it makes them feel like powerful daddies, and the younger boys enjoy because it makes them feel desired by a hot, sexy man. So everyone’s happy.” Donny looked askance at Dan. “What about you?”


    “Don’t be a spoilsport.”


    Donny glanced over at Ked again. “The boy was asking how come you and I don’t date any more.”


    Dan took another pull on his beer. “What’d you tell him?”


    “I said I only fuck white boys to hear them scream, and I don’t date you because I couldn’t respect you if I did.”


    Dan threw a hamburger bun at him. It glanced off Donny’s shoulder and rolled across the table.


    “Asshole! You did not say that. And as I recall, you’re the one who screamed on our dates. Good thing I told Ked not to believe a word you say about me.”


    “Well, I think I once told him his daddy was pretty sizeable for a white boy. He told me his mother said the same thing.”


    Dan laughed quietly. “Bastard.”


    “What? It’s true! It’s a monster.”


    “You don’t need to tell my kid that.”


    “Don’t you want him to grow up to be proud of you?”


    “Not for that.”


    “Suit yourself.” Donny crossed his arms and turned away. He waited a moment before looking back. “So you and Miss Doctor are getting along these days?”


    Dan shrugged. “He’s unreliable and takes forever to return calls, but he’s great in the sack....”


    “And you say I reduce everything to sex!”


    “… which you do … plus I’m going to meet some of his friends this weekend. Did I mention that the wedding we’re invited to is on a yacht?”


    “Ooh! A yacht even!” Donny made a face. “The girl’s classy for a low-down bitch. Where’d she buy these friends?”


    Dan stabbed the air with a finger. “You are a total asshole.” But he was laughing.


    “It’s my greatest charm....”


    “You have no charm,” Dan said, emptying his beer. “One of the guys getting married is Bill’s oldest friend. They went to school together. Upper Canada College and a few years of university somewhere.…”


    “You and your rich boys.”


    “I was still born in the gutter.”


    “And you’ll die there, if you don’t stop dating men like Bill. Like most poor folk, you confuse money with class.” Donny peered intently at Dan. “You used to be a regular prolie when I met you — rough around the edges and wet behind the ears — but somewhere along the line you picked up some pretty bourgeois tastes.”


    Dan snorted. “Really? And what about you?”


    “Moi?” Donny splayed a hand against his chest — Marie Antoinette before the tribunal, disavowing all knowledge of privilege. “I’m as middle-class as they come. Which is why you stopped dating me. It’s okay, though. I respect you now. But do tell about the wedding. It sounds very recherché.”


    “Let’s have some Scotch first,” Dan said, rising.


    Donny’s hand went up. “I’ve had enough for tonight. Haven’t you?”


    “Maybe.” Dan sat back and cupped his hands behind his head. “Anyway, I don’t know much about the wedding yet, but it promises to be fun. I’ve never spent an entire weekend on a boat before. Just me and Bill and a bunch of rich folk.”


    “Rich white folk, no doubt. And where does the prideful event take place?”


    “Somewhere in Prince Edward County, half an hour east of Kingston. Ever hear of a place called Glenora?”


    Donny took so long to answer that Dan thought he hadn’t heard his question. “Yeaaah ...” he said finally. “Something about a freak lake?”


    “I don’t know anything about a lake, freak or otherwise, but they make a very nice pale ale.” He held up the bottle of Glenora Red Coat he’d just finished.


    “Oh, is that why.…”


    “Just sampling the local wares.”


    “And here I thought you were getting cheap on me.” Donny shook his head. “No, man — this place is famous. There’s some strange geological phenomenon like nowhere else in the world. It’s up on a mountain somewhere. Apparently it has no incoming source of water, but never runs dry.…”


    “Underground streams?”


    “Maybe. I don’t remember.”


    “You sure you don’t want another drink?” Dan asked.


    Donny put down his bottle and stood. “Thank you, no. I must depart.”


    “It’s about time. I thought you’d never leave.”


    “And that’s the only reason I stayed this long.” Donny looked over at Ked. “Say goodbye to the kid for me.”


    “Take some cake?”


    “Please!” Donny made a face. “Keep it for your doctor.”


    Ralph sniffed curiously at Donny as he passed through the kitchen then turned back to his bed.


    “Thanks for coming,” Dan said. “Ked was thrilled you made it.”


    “Me too.” Donny filled the doorway. “It was fun to celebrate somebody else’s birthday for once.”


    They hugged as Donny’s fingers felt around Dan’s midriff. “Still not an inch of fat on you. I don’t know how you do it, with all the drinking you do.”


    “Willpower,” Dan said. “That and light beer.”


    Donny smiled. “You have a good weekend, Sis. And take notes — sounds like it’s going to be trés elegant. I expect you to come back with lots o’ dirt. I want to hear all about how the rich and filthy-minded live. I need to compare notes!”


    “I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.”


    An hour later, Ked was packed off to bed. Dan had cleaned up the porch and headed inside. After pouring himself a final drink, he put away the bottles of alcohol. Upstairs in his study, he turned back to the folder containing the file on the runaway, Richard Philips. He read the report again, and again laboured over the photograph. Something about the boy’s eyes — some vulnerability — wouldn’t let him go. Finally, he closed the file and turned off the machine.

  


  
    Three



    Coffee and Donuts



    Dan’s heart pounded beneath the sheet. The phone was halfway through the second ring. The caller ID strip glowed green: bell payphone — 3:34 am. It might be Bill calling to say he’d finished his shift, though he usually crawled off to his own place and didn’t bother to call — if he even thought of Dan when he left work. Then too, Bill had a cell phone.


    Dan cleared his throat and picked up, but the answering machine got there first. A dial tone hung in the air. He stared through the blackness at the receiver. “If you’re going to wake me up, you could at least identify yourself so I’ll know who to be pissed off at tomorrow.”


    He smacked the phone down. Anyone in trouble would have left a message. Kendra certainly, and Ked was asleep in the next room, so it couldn’t have been anything to do with either of them. But you’d have to be desperate to phone at that hour. His heart was still doing a jazz number.


    His thoughts returned to Bill. He might’ve been arrested with drugs in his pocket at some after-hours club. Once he’d been stopped while driving on the verge of being impaired, but it turned out he’d operated on the cop’s mother and got off with a warning. Bill was lucky that way. What if he’d been in an accident? Dan tried not to think about it. In another minute he’d have himself convinced Bill was somewhere out there, hurt or in trouble, and that Dan had failed to be there for him.


    He rolled onto his back and stared at the darkness. Anonymous calls pissed him off. He might lie awake for hours wondering who it was. Part of him liked to think Bill would call to say he wanted to come over, screw the late hour. Even with Ked at home, Dan would’ve agreed. But that never happened. Bill didn’t sleep at other peoples’ houses.


    He tried to drop back to sleep, but with no luck. Sometimes he dreamed of Bill and woke up arguing aloud. They were usually on a train in a foreign city — London, New York, once Miami — headed somewhere that mattered to Dan, but never to Bill. Dan would try to impress on Bill the importance of the trip, but without success. The dreams always ended in confusion, with missed connections, lost tickets, and dashed hopes for arriving wherever they were heading.


    Dan’s therapist encouraged him to explore how he felt. It didn’t take a shrink to tell him all the signs of a heavily flawed relationship were apparent in waking life, never mind in la-la-land when he was asleep. Even intelligent people let themselves be deluded by their emotions.


    Bill seemed incapable of affection, elusive and ambivalent about his feelings. Commitment-phobe didn’t cover it. He’d make dates and cancel at the last minute. He had excuses — work commitments, family obligations, social networking. Despite the fact they’d been dating a year, they never seemed to get closer. When pressed, Dan found it hard to point to anything meaningful between them. In all that time, he’d met only a handful of Bill’s closest friends and not one family member.


    “We’re not close,” Bill had said of his four brothers and two sisters.


    In this case, “not close” meant sporadic telephone conversations with his siblings, and infrequent family gatherings of unstated intent. Dan was never invited. At least not by Bill. Even Christmas seemed a duty, though not one Bill felt required a spouse. When Dan pressed him, Bill would shrug and say it wasn’t important, shutting down the conversation.


    To Dan, the ideal relationship was an easy-going fusion of personalities that allowed both partners to remain healthily independent while knowing each could depend on the other. A state in which late night phone calls were a cause for joy, not alarm, and trust was a matter of course rather than fantasy. Bill was a constant challenge to that goal.


    And then there was the small matter of Kedrick. Dan’s dates were impressed to learn he was a father, but he sensed their wariness, as though it meant he was already taken. They seemed to doubt he could divide his loyalty between his son and a partner. Maybe they were right — part of him would always be devoted to Kedrick, no matter who came into his life. But Bill didn’t demand Dan’s loyalty so much as his physical availability. In that, at least, he was easy to please.


    It was Donny who’d dubbed Bill the “heartless heart doctor.” “It’s ironic,” he said, “but that man has no feelings for anyone but himself.”


    They’d been sitting in Timothy’s Coffee on Church Street, adrift in a minor sea of T-shirts and denim. Donny had just come from work. He was dressed impeccably in a white button-down shirt, Gucci tie, and black Oxfords — Will Smith behind the perfume counter at Holt Renfrew.


    He thrummed a finger in Dan’s face. “That man is a self-centred egotist. He expects you to come running when he’s free and complains if you won’t. On the other hand, he doesn’t return your calls for days and whines if you mention it. Where’s the equality?”


    “He’s a busy man.” Dan turned to watch the traffic outside the window. “He’s dedicated to his work. It’s not unusual for him to spend fifteen or sixteen hours at the hospital, even when he’s only scheduled for twelve.”


    Donny hung on noisily and tiresomely like a dog with a chewy toy. “He could still call to let you know. It’s not as if you’re chopped liver. You’re a heavy hitter in your department, too.”


    “He saves lives. He can’t just tell people to come back later.”


    “Excuse me?” Donny said in that haughty, offended-minority tone he used to give himself the edge in an argument. “And what exactly is it you do?”


    Dan’s eyes flickered over to the line-up at the counter, where curious faces had turned to take in their conversation. His voice lowered. “I find people who don’t want to be found and I return them to places they don’t want to be returned to, for reasons that are usually none of my business.”


    “Fuck you!” Donny said. “Fuck you, you self-loathing faggot!”


    He jostled the table and sent coffee spilling from the cups and sluicing over the tabletop. Next to them, an older man with sunken cheeks leaned in sympathetically and offered a stack of napkins.


    “Thanks,” Donny said, dabbing ineffectually at the mess. He turned back to Dan. “All I’m saying is, you save lives too. Why is your job less important than his?”


    “Stop it,” Dan said. He didn’t bother to pretend to be offended. “I never said my job is less important — it’s just more flexible.”


    Dan hated arguing. Donny always managed to sound right, even when he wasn’t, and he had the energy to back it up. But in this case he had a point. Dan may have been a pro at what he did, but somehow he felt like a fraud.


    The telephone’s anxious ring jarred him, putting Donny and his stained napkins on pause. The ID strip showed a private number now, but there was still no name. It seemed to be his night for anonymous calls. Dan grabbed it before the caller could change his mind again.


    “Dan Sharp.”


    A whispery silence greeted him.


    “This is Dan Sharp. Who is this?”


    “It’s Steve — Steve Jenkins.” The voice carried a flatness that made it all but unrecognisable.


    Dan’s mind bounced around trying to find something familiar in the tone and in light of the unusual circumstances. His former next-door neighbour shouldn’t be calling at four in the morning.


    Dan’s voice softened. “Steve. Did you call half an hour ago from a payphone?”


    “Yes. I’m — I’m sorry about the time.”


    “Are you okay?”


    “I’m not sure. Could I … could I talk to you?”


    Dan threw off the sheets and sat up, his training kicking in like a decathlete approaching the stadium. “Of course. Where are you?”


    “I’m in an apartment near Donlands and Danforth.”


    Dan squinted at the caller ID and read off the number. “Is this the number you’re calling from, Steve?”


    “I think so. I’d really like to get out of here, though.” His words sounded in a slurred monotone.


    “Are you on any medications, Steve?”


    “Um, no — yeah. I took a tranquillizer, but it doesn’t seem to be helping.”


    “How many?”


    “Pardon?”


    “How many did you take?”


    A pause. “Just one. I’m pretty sure.”


    “Okay, we can get you out of there. Can you walk? Are you all right — physically, I mean?”


    “Yes. I’m okay.”


    “Do you know the Coffee Time Donuts on the southwest corner of Jones and Danforth?”


    “Yes. I’m a block away from there.”


    “Can you manage to get there? I can be there in five minutes.”


    “Okay — yeah. Thanks. I really appreciate it, Dan.”


    Dan arrived with Ked in tow. The shop was garish at that hour. Table surfaces reflected the glare of nighttime windows. Fluorescent fixtures lit up over-sized posters for coffee and bagels, making the racked donuts glow with a blue tinge. Coloured sprinkles and powdered sugar vied with sticky glazes for counter appeal, finding none. A sleepy-looking employee roused himself and approached the register, his hair weirdly illuminated by the light.


    “Good morning,” Dan said as cheerily as he could manage.


    The boy mumbled a few words that vaguely resembled English. Whatever the intended meaning, the sentiment was clearly not welcoming. He wiped his hands on an apron that looked like it had done time in an abattoir. Dan ordered three donuts and a cardboard container of milk for Ked, who looked at him strangely.


    Dan frowned. “What? It’s good for you.”


    Ked rolled his eyes. He picked up the tray and went off to a table in a far corner, slouching into the seat.


    Dan looked around. One table over, an old Asian man picked at the crumbs on his plate. Or someone’s plate. At the far end of the shop, a serious young woman in a beret conferred in quiet tones with a man in a thirties-style suit. Bonnie and Clyde in an idle moment. Dan and Ked were the only other customers. In the daytime, the place bustled with immigrants who didn’t share the North American disdain for cheap coffee and lacquered tables. At this hour it looked more like an Edward Hopper study for the lost, the lonely, and the rebellious.


    Steve came through the door and stood blinking in the light. Whatever he’d undergone in the four months since leaving Glenda, it didn’t look good on him. A cup of tea might have served him in good stead. Dan could have gone for something with a bit more bite.


    Ked waved at Steve and turned back to his Game Boy. Steve mumbled an elaboration of his apology for calling so late. Dan let him ramble on about the break-up with Glenda. Steve’s hands fidgeted as he related the events that had brought him to his current state. He seemed to be rehashing things to find their meaning or else to locate himself in time, as though he’d gotten lost a few months back.


    A moment of silence passed. His tale seemed to have run its course. Steve’s hands relaxed as his eyes took on a vacant stare.


    “I’m sorry for what you’re going through,” Dan said. “Is there something I can do to help?”


    Steve blinked. “I just thought … I better talk to someone. You were the only one who came to mind. I mean, apart from those pathetic help lines you hear about.” He smiled weakly.


    At least he hasn’t lost it completely, Dan thought. They’d always been friendly, sharing day-to-day concerns across the adjoining fence, but Dan never assumed he and Steve were anything more than neighbours. Over the past year, Steve had brought news of his ongoing arguments with Glenda in what would eventually become a lasting break-up. At the time it felt like simple domestic griping, one man to another. To Steve it had obviously meant more.


    “Sometimes when I couldn’t sleep, I used to look over and see the light in your study. That’s why I remembered you stayed up late.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called. I just wanted to talk to someone.”


    Dan tried for a reassuring tone. “It’s all right. I’m glad you called. But I think there’s more to it than that, isn’t there? Talk can always wait till the morning. Something happened tonight, didn’t it?”


    Steve’s face twisted in an odd half-smile. “What do you mean?”


    Dan leaned closer. “I think you were afraid of yourself. Afraid you might do something. You reached some sort of breaking point tonight, didn’t you?”


    Steve’s lip trembled. A tear splashed onto the table. “Does she want me to kill myself? Why won’t she even talk to me?”


    Dan put a hand on Steve’s forearm. “It’s okay.”


    “I did everything for her. Why wasn’t she happy?”


    In the corner of his vision, Dan saw the old man wander over to another table and start on the crumbs there. He signalled to Ked to give the guy a donut.


    Steve shuddered. “I know why,” he said at last. “Because she doesn’t need me any more. She used to need me. When we were in college together we were terrified of the future. We lived in this one-room dump. We used to cling to each other every night, saying how awful life was. We really needed each other then.”


    “Then what happened?” Dan said.


    “I don’t know. Life was getting better. Things were getting easier. Or I thought they were. I worked hard to give her everything she wanted. Then one day she asked me to leave. She said it wasn’t working for her. All this time I thought we were happy....” His voice broke on the final syllable. He reached for a napkin and swiped at his eyes. “I gave her the house. Did she tell you?”


    “She asked you to leave and you told her she could have the house?”


    Steve nodded.


    “And she took it?” Dan asked, incredulous.


    Steve nodded again. Of course she damn well took it, Dan thought.


    “I just ...” Steve shuddered. “I just want her to be happy.”


    She is happy, Dan thought. Now that you’re out of her life. He envisioned Glenda raking leaves in her cocktail outfit, just one of a million reasons why he hated the city. Toronto had changed in the years he’d lived there. When had the horrible, selfish hordes moved in and taken over? He thought of the sour contempt with which his fellow citizens viewed the rest of the country, the smug satisfaction they exhibited over their meagre little domain. His neighbour on the other side was no better: a patronizing boor who treated his wife like a piece of real estate, interrupting her whenever she spoke, which was seldom, and raising his voice through the roof the moment he set foot in the door. In the warm weather you could hear him talking non-stop, morning to night. He spoke to Dan with half-disguised contempt, as though he were only being nice to the queer-next-door for form’s sake. On the other hand, guys like Steve were a little too nice. “Is there any chance you could —?”


    “No. She doesn’t want me back.” Steve’s words slurred again. He seemed to be concentrating to counter the effects of the tranquillizer. “What did I do wrong?” he asked, like a chastised child.


    “You didn’t do anything wrong. People grow apart for a lot of different reasons.”


    “I know.” Steve blew his nose on the napkin and looked up. “I just never thought it would happen to us.”


    “I think you need to accept it for now, and go on with your life. Maybe things will change, but you need to get on with things. Are you working?”


    Steve shook his head. “No — I’m too much of a mess. I haven’t been able to concentrate since this happened.”


    Dan looked over at Ked, who’d fallen asleep in the chair after giving the old man a donut and the carton of milk. Bonnie and Clyde were holding hands across the table, still speaking in whispers, planning their next heist. The store clerk had disappeared behind his counter.


    “I’m sorry,” Steve said. “It was selfish of me to call. I didn’t realize you had Ked with you.”


    “I’m glad you felt you could call me.” Dan squeezed Steve’s forearm. He was thinking that next time he might not get a call till it was too late. He’d hear from Glenda over the fence how poor Steve had killed himself out of grief, trying to sound as if she cared.


    “I couldn’t stop thinking about those sleeping pills,” Steve said, confirming Dan’s fears. “I didn’t want to disturb you, but something made me do it.”


    “Calling someone is always the right thing to do. Promise me you’ll call any time you feel things are getting out of hand. I’d like to think you’d do the same for me.”


    Steve smiled ruefully. “Yeah, right — like you’ve got problems, Mr. Everything’s-Under-Control.”


    Dan wondered if that was really how he appeared to people who didn’t know him.


    “I think I’m all talked out.” Steve yawned. He seemed calmer, a different person from the man who’d walked in the door an hour earlier. “I think we’d better get some rest.”


    “Are you sure?” Dan said. “I’m not in a hurry.”


    “Thanks. I’m sure.”


    They left the donut shop and walked up the street. Ked faltered behind them, as though he couldn’t coordinate his footsteps.


    “I want you to promise me you’ll talk to your doctor about this,” Dan said. “You do have a doctor, don’t you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good. Talk to him. Make an appointment today. Maybe a month or two on anti-depressants would help.”


    “I will,” Steve said gratefully. “I promise I will do that.” He was nearly Dan’s age, but over the last hour he’d assumed the role of dutiful son.


    They reached Dan’s car. Ked slid into the backseat and lay down without a word.


    “I can give you a lift if you want,” Dan said.


    “I’m only a block away.” Steve waved in the direction of Donlands.


    The storefronts along Danforth were taking shape, losing shadow in the coming light. A car slid past, somnolent in the pre-dawn hush.


    “You should see this place,” Steve said. “It comes fully furnished with artificial flowers. Did I tell you? It’s like a hotel lobby. It’s sort of wonderful and horrible at the same time. You’ll have to come over some night. We’ll put down a bottle of wine.”


    For an instant Dan glimpsed the old Steve — friendly, chatty, kind. He was a good person. Someone who should never have to feel alone, with no one to help him sort out his problems.


    “I’m always up for a drink and a chat.”


    Steve shook Dan’s hand. “Thanks,” he said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this, Dan. I feel much better. Truly.”


    “Good. Keep in touch so I know things are all right. I’m home tonight after work and I’ll be in the office Friday morning, but I’m gone for the weekend.” Dan pressed a card in Steve’s hand. “Here’s my cell number. If you need to talk, just call me. Any time. I’m there for you.”


    He watched Steve walk away, then got in the car and started the engine, hoping he could still catch an hour’s sleep. He turned to see Ked slumped in the back.


    “How ya doing, kiddo?” he asked. “Gonna make it?”


    With eyes closed, Ked nodded his head against the seat. “I love you, Dad,” he said softly.

  


  
    Four



    Dreams and Schemes



    Sometimes going back to bed for that extra hour was the right thing to do and sometimes it was the wrong thing. Today it had been the wrong thing. Dan fumbled with a dull razor and dressed without realizing he’d put on mismatched socks. At nine o’clock, he spilled half a cup of coffee on his shirt. By ten, the entire day looked like it would be out-of-kilter. His reading glasses felt like a giant pair of daddy-long-legs straddling his head as he finalized the reports on the missing Kitchener woman with her fondness for jewellery and the young Serb who’d placed his faith in God and had the misfortune to come to Canada looking for work.


    Shadows passed over the frosted glass with the mumbled goings-on of morning voices outside Dan’s office. For a firm that performed feats as miraculous as raising the dead, it might have had a colour scheme to match — beatific tropical shades, joyful rainbow hues. Instead, the offices were battleship grey — dull and cheerless as a December morning. Still, Dan consoled himself it was nothing so invidiously depressing as bubble gum pink or mustard yellow. It was simple, utilitarian, functional. Perhaps that precise shade of grey had been chosen to remind them of the dreary perseverance with which so many of the firm’s clients spent their days.


    After fourteen years, Dan was one of the senior investigators. Some came and went in the space of a few years after finding more prestigious placement, while others burned out from the perennial themes of human misery that befell so many whose lives they tracked and whose stories were all that was left to record.


    Dan had an impressive record of finds behind him and no reason to leave. There were always bigger firms and more prestigious appointments, but he’d made a decent life for himself and Ked. And he hadn’t lost interest in his work, which had always been his biggest concern. He didn’t need to feign enthusiasm or be admired. He was, despite the predictions of others, unaccountably successful. After all this time watching the others come and go, he had to ask himself: what else was there for him to do?


    Dan was on his third cup of coffee, but the caffeine stubbornly refused to kick in. What he really wanted was a drink, but it was only ten thirty — far too early. A bottle of Scotch lay wrapped in a Sobey’s bag in the bottom of his desk. He’d hidden it like a schoolboy tucking cigarettes and condoms in the back of his socks drawer. In his mind’s eye he watched little feet duck outside and scrabble around the corner to the bar. Let them stay there then.


    He tried Bill’s number and got the answering service. Bill never slept in, even after a late night, which meant he’d already left for the hospital. If he’d made it home the night before.


    “Hiya,” Dan said into the phone. “We missed you last night.” His voice was gravely with fatigue. He tried to make himself sound jovial. “Give me a call about the weekend. I still don’t know who’s driving.” The plan had been to drive to Glenora on Friday and stay overnight with Bill’s friend Thom, the groom. As usual, Bill had been so hard to pin down that basic questions like whose car they were taking were still up in the air. “I’ll wait to hear from you. Ciao.”


    He took another hopeless sip of coffee and opened the file on Richard Philips, the missing fourteen-year-old. The boy’s birthdate caught Dan’s eye — he was exactly one year less a day older than Ked, which meant that he was now a fifteen-year-old runaway. Happy birthday, Richard.


    He read on. The boy had been missing for two months. There’d been no body recovered and thus no closure. At the end of August, an anonymous caller phoned Toronto police to say the boy was fine, giving details only someone close to him would know, and adding that Richard had no intention of returning home. He’d been labelled a runaway, plain and simple. Until the police had anything further to go on, the case was shelved.


    Dan flipped through the pages to the transcript. The call had been traced to a diner on Church Street in the heart of the gay ghetto. That narrowed the possibilities drastically. Unless a kid had friends to turn to in the city — preferably with money — then hustling was a likely avenue. It was a choice Dan wouldn’t wish on anyone, but it was a direct source of income if a kid decided to disappear. It happened often enough, though the parents just couldn’t understand why their kids would choose sex with a stranger over the “love” they found at home. Dan could.


    He’d had plenty of time to think about it before leaving Sudbury at seventeen. The issue had been simple — why stay where you weren’t wanted? He’d said goodbye to his aunt and cousin the night before, then told his father at breakfast he was leaving. Gaunt and grey-faced, the man grunted a response — whether in acknowledgment or disbelief, Dan couldn’t tell, just as he could never tell what any of his father’s cryptic communications meant.


    After an exhilarating day hitchhiking, Dan found himself in Toronto with an empty belly and no bed. He bought three chocolate bars from an all-night grocery and slept on a park bench the first two nights, amazed by the shadowy forms flitting past till the early hours. Now and again, one of them crept close to investigate while Dan held his breath until they left again. It seemed the city never slept — and he had barely. The Yonge Street Mission took him in the third night. He tried pan-

    handling when his funds ran out, but the people he asked seemed more intimidated by him than sympathetic.


    A kid at the mission told him about hustling. There was money to be made, he said, as long as you could stomach the sex. That wasn’t a problem. Dan had already experienced sex with older men. He recalled the snuffling, grubbing hands that pawed under his T-shirt and down his sweatpants in the shadows beneath the railway trestle back home. Apparently he had what they liked. He got a reputation for an ability to time his orgasms with passing coaches, earning him the nickname Train Trestle Danny.


    When he arrived in Toronto, he was already an adult in body. One Saturday in July he stood on a deserted corner in the downtown strip known as Boys Town. For once he was lucky — in a relative way. The man who stopped his Mercedes to chat up the ungainly teenager with the adult’s body had been kind and not unattractive. He reminded Dan of his grade nine shop teacher, Mr. Dalton, a gruff man with hairy arms and shirtsleeves permanently rolled back. Dalton had been an erotic fixation for Dan, who conjured the man’s image to trigger his masturbatory fantasies.


    Dalton’s look-alike invited Dan to his home in Leaside. Dan thought he was talking about a place outside Toronto, but the man assured him it was only a fifteen-minute ride to where they were headed. Money was never discussed. Dan was too nervous to bring it up, and the man had an assuredness that said he knew what he was doing.


    As they drove along the tree-lined streets, Dan was struck by how little the neighbourhood offered the casual viewer. He wondered who lived behind the tidy, curtained windows where light spilled over the sills like the first star at twilight. He considered how much you’d have to earn to live there. Certainly more than he’d ever make.


    Dan hadn’t minded the sex. The man — Bob Greene — was courteous and hadn’t asked Dan to do anything he wasn’t comfortable with. Afterwards, Dan pocketed the fifty dollars, blushing at Bob’s compliments. It was the first time anyone had made him feel attractive.


    Bob was experienced at picking up boys. He knew life on the streets was anything but glamorous, and could be hazardous. He also knew hustlers came in two types: the ones you could trust and the ones you couldn’t. Most fell into the latter category sooner or later. Bob knew Dan was new at the game. But he was polite and eager to please. The next morning, when Dan didn’t seem in a hurry to get back on the streets, Bob invited him to stay for the day.


    They spent the morning by the pool. In the afternoon, they walked around the neighbourhood. To Dan, Toronto was Yonge Street — the Eaton Centre and downtown strip with its sex shops, sporting goods chains, and fast food outlets. Beyond that, it seemed to sprawl without boundaries. You could walk all day without reaching the end of it. Here was another gleaming new part of it. With its staid brick homes and sturdy elms, Leaside represented the kind of family environment Dan had never known. It was a world away from the bleak mining town where he’d grown up.


    Two months later, Bob picked him up on the same corner. Only this time, Dan didn’t leave again for quite a while. The invitation to live in a place with a pool rather than the over-crowded mission was more than enough of an enticement. He stayed with Bob for three years, finishing high school while they lived together. Bob put Dan in charge of his domestic finances, along with housekeeping duties. They’d been more like a couple than an older man and younger hustler. Even then, Dan hadn’t admitted to being gay. Sharing Bob’s bed for three years hadn’t changed that. It was only when Bob died unexpectedly — an epileptic seizure in the shower one week shy of his fortieth birthday — that Dan realized he’d loved him.


    In a way, their last year together had been more like father and son than anything Dan had ever known. It would be another five years before he got up the courage to go home and confront his real father face-to-face. By then he had his own son.


    Dan looked over the missing boy’s photograph, scrutinizing the features. He wasn’t attractive, but he wore an air of toughness — probably as a result of the schoolyard bullying — that would go a long way to make up for not being a pretty boy. To survive on the city streets, you needed one or the other.


    Dan wondered what the parents were hoping for, information on their son’s whereabouts, a reassurance as to his mental and physical well-being, or the whole Corpus Christi? Usually they wanted their children back, even when it wasn’t in anybody’s best interest. In this case, it was too early to tell.


    Teenagers could be surprisingly elusive once they connected with other runaways to help them stay invisible. There was no paper trail of credit card purchases or personal cheques cluttering things up. No Welfare files or ROEs pinning them to specific addresses. Hand-to-mouth was a tough game to play, but it kept them off the radar. Sometimes Dan got lucky when a kid was picked up for shoplifting or vagrancy, though they often lied their way out before he got to them. A twelve-year-old he’d been searching for had stood in a police station two feet from a picture tagging her as a runaway. No one had noticed. Dan found this out later when she turned up half-dead of a drug overdose, alive thanks to emergency resuscitation procedures at the hospital after someone threw her into a cab along with a twenty-dollar bill and closed the door.


    He scanned Richard’s photograph into his computer and printed a dozen copies, jamming them into his briefcase. He’d put out a few calls — nothing official, just a guy making inquiries around the gay community. Maybe Family Services or Child Find Canada had come across him, though the police would have contacted the brigades of bespectacled middle-aged women wearing their all-weather skirts, hand-knitted sweaters, and freshwater pearls who tirelessly followed up unlikely leads and telephoned to tell you if they’d heard anything, anything at all. If the kid were still in town, someone would come across him sooner or later. Sooner was always preferable.


    He’d take the picture around the bars before going home tonight. The bouncers were scrupulous in keeping out underage kids in the evenings, but it was possible for a kid like Richard — half-man, half-boy — to sneak in undetected in the afternoon, especially if he was looking for a daddy. If he had, the bartenders would have noticed.


    The phone rang. It was 55 Division calling to say the coroner’s office had a possible match for one of his cases and could he come down for a look. They all knew him by name, though most of them called him Sharp, never Dan, except for a couple of female constables he suspected of hitting on him.


    He was put on hold. One of his co-workers entered and slapped a photo on his desk. He pointed at the subject’s face, an old sharkie they’d been tracing for a dog’s age. The man made a cutting motion across his neck. Dan put a hand over the receiver.


    “Confirmed?”


    A stiff nod. “Just came in. Nasty stuff — looks like gangland. I’ve got the deets when you want them….”


    Fifty-five Division came back on the line. Dan held up a finger while he wrote down the specs. When he turned around, his colleague was gone.


    The wall clock crept around to eleven. The numbers swam in his field of vision. It was going to be a long, slow morning. Dan rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t hit forty yet, and genetics said it was only going to get worse. Maybe he should stop while he was ahead. Take up a kinder, gentler career. Whatever that might be.


    Bob had left Dan enough money to finish university, but Dan balked when it came time to choose. He’d wanted a career that sounded impressive and might be helpful to others. But what was that? Bob had listened thoughtfully while Dan ran through the possibilities: doctor, lawyer, maybe even a minister. But, as Bob pointed out, Dan got faint at the sight of blood, hated debates, and didn’t believe in the existence of anything that could vaguely be construed as God-like. That seemed to cancel out his hopes in those areas.


    “Go for the money,” Bob advised, “but make sure it’s something you enjoy. Forty years is a long time to do something you don’t like.”


    Bob tried to steer him toward a vocation where he had aptitude as well as interest, but this proved elusive. Dan had mechanical skills, but the usual choices — plumbing and engineering — held little appeal. And while he had a love of cultural things, music in particular, he had no real artistic inclinations. What Dan knew and seemed to grasp instinctively was other human beings — how they interacted, what motivated and intrigued them. Human resources could always use good people, Bob argued, but discouraged Dan from a career that would cement him in the business world. He was too bright and restless to get bogged down in the corporate mentality.


    At the time, it made sense for Dan to attend the University of Toronto and stay with Bob. But then Bob died and his nieces and nephews sold the house. His future uncertain, Dan enrolled in a smattering of courses, hoping to ferret out his interests and potential skill sets shotgun style. He excelled in psychology and sociology but found the disciplines too wide-ranging to hold his attention for long. If he’d been asked what interested him most, he would have narrowed it down to the well-being of other people, but that hardly sounded like a career.


    In his second year, he chose a path with the impressive sounding label of Social-Cultural Anthropology, and then got sidetracked briefly by paleontology, thinking he might find himself tracking skeletons in the deserts of Africa. But the dream was more glamorous than the reality — the bone business was already overrun with various social misfits and wannabes who ended up running safari operations for tourists. In the meantime, university failed to stimulate him. He found the academic world labyrinthine, astounded to learn his fellow students might spend years pursuing such abstruse matters as the history of various disciplines without ever tackling the actual subjects.


    Ultimately, he didn’t take well to studying — possibly because Bob was no longer around to impress or because he’d just lost his home a second time. The centre of his universe hadn’t held once again, and it showed. His course advisor summed it up when she told him he had a piercing but restless mind, striking a similar chord to what Bob had said. His papers showed brilliance, but he folded on the exams. She hoped he’d do better.


    He might have, but something sidetracked him first. Whatever else those two years had given Dan, they’d brought the realization that university wasn’t for him. They’d also given him Kedrick.

  


  
    Five



    Kedrick



    Whitney Hall, Dan’s residence in second year, housed an interesting collection of humanity. He made friends with the staff, who quickly sensed his orphan status. One in particular, a talkative night porter, painted from midnight to dawn then packed up his artist’s gear and went home. But from ten p.m. to midnight, the artist held court. He’d established a cult appeal among the student body, having known celebrities and worked briefly as a bodyguard for an English movie star.


    Among his coterie was a young Syrian named Arman, who had a habit of wearing as little as possible around the residence. In deep winter, Arman stalked the halls like a restless lion, dressed in sleeveless T-shirts and loose-fitting sweatpants. The porter’s room was small, and Dan often found himself crowded in next to this silky-skinned Arab. One evening, bored or tired, Arman leaned his head on Dan’s shoulder. Dan flinched.


    Arman turned a cool gaze on him. “Afraid of being touched?” he asked, with his superior-sounding English accent and comically raised eyebrows.


    “N-no,” Dan stammered and felt his face flush.


    “G-good,” said Arman, and laid his arm across the back of Dan’s neck.


    Dan sat, paralyzed with self-consciousness, as the group dissected European political views in light of the Gulf War. Now and again someone would look up at the pair, with disappointment or envy, Dan wasn’t sure. After that, Dan attended the talks as much on the chance of seeing Arman’s honey-coloured skin and deep-set eyes as to hear the artist talk. Arman gave spirited debate on any subject under discussion, mesmerizing them with his accent and clear voice, receiving as much attention as the porter.


    At midnight, the painter made it clear his studio time had arrived. The group broke up reluctantly, lingering in the hall to protract the discussions, this taste of the larger world. If neither of them had an early class, Arman might return to Dan’s room, where the conversation resumed with Arman sprawled across Dan’s bed in his scanty attire. Dan secretly hoped something would throw them together, but if Arman harboured any desire for his new friend, he never showed it. He seemed content being admired from the far side of the room. For Dan, to have Arman’s exclusive company nightly had been enough at first.


    On weekends the residence emptied, the students going home or out of town. Dan stayed behind, having no place to visit and no invitations to take up. One Saturday, Arman arrived at his door with a slighter version of himself. He introduced his sister, Kendra, who was studying fashion at another institution. They were off to Chinatown for a bit of shopping and invited him to join. Dan hadn’t known Arman had a sister, let alone family in Toronto. He got the feeling she was a black sheep of sorts, which Arman later confirmed with various off-hand remarks letting Dan know he was ashamed of Kendra’s whole-hearted embrace of North American life.


    Like her brother, Kendra was keen-spirited and attractive. She made a habit of teasing Arman and quickly transferred that to Dan. That same day, over coffee, Dan asked her out, perhaps hoping to impress Arman or maybe to make him jealous — he wasn’t sure.


    They began to date. Dan didn’t fall in love with her and he was sure she wasn’t in love with him, but he was drawn to something behind the velvety eyes that looked purple in the right light. The first time they kissed — on the subway steps outside the Royal Ontario Museum — he imagined for a moment it was Arman he held in his arms and wondered if that was why he was attracted to her. Perhaps that was when he made up his mind to find out. If he couldn’t have Arman directly, maybe he could have him through Kendra.


    One evening, after too many pints at a local pub, he brought Kendra to his bedroom and, with her guidance, experienced the first and only heterosexual event of his adult life. Then she disappeared.


    Arman was vague when Dan inquired: his sister was busy, she’d been out of town, and no, he hadn’t seen her. As far as Dan could tell, Arman had no idea what had occurred between them. He continued to join Dan for their nightly “UN Conferences,” as they jokingly referred to them. Dan wasn’t sure how Arman would react if he knew how far his relations with Kendra had gone. When it came to family matters, Arman was surprisingly conservative. While he tolerated Dan’s interest in Kendra, he made light of it — the question of a future for them would never be in the picture.


    After another week, Dan began to wonder if he’d done something to offend her. Finally she called. She was fine but couldn’t see him, claiming an agonizing schedule. He pressured her, bewildered by her avoidance. Since their lovemaking, he’d spent the past few weeks imagining a future for them — marriage, a home. It never assumed a definite shape. He was even beginning to convince himself he was in love with her.


    When she called next, a month had passed. Kendra was all seriousness — she was pretty sure she was pregnant. Dan panicked. There was a flutter in his voice. How sure? Very — a girl didn’t say these things lightly.


    Dan froze. He wondered if she were making a pitch for marriage, trying to snag him or at the very least a quick citizenship. He didn’t voice these thoughts. After all, he’d been considering marriage himself. She reluctantly agreed to meet for coffee the following day.


    It was a gloomy afternoon, sleet pelting the campus. Kendra stirred her mint tea, looking out the window from time to time. Yes, she’d had the results. Yes, she was definitely pregnant. Dan saw his future going up like the little wisps of steam rising from the greenish tea and vanishing between them.


    “I’m sorry,” he said.


    A look of concern passed over her face. “It’s not your fault,” she said. “I can’t believe I’ve screwed up like this. I’ve always been so careful.”


    She felt conflicted, regretting the situation she’d dragged him into and stricken with guilt over her neglect. Her bravado, the North American hubris she draped herself in, had fled.


    Dan wanted to know what she was going to do. She shrugged. There was no question of telling her parents. They would cut her off financially — and who knew what else. “At least they don’t do honour killings any more,” she said darkly.


    Dan grimaced. He didn’t know what honour killings were, but he could guess. Had she told Arman? She looked aghast. No! Arman would be furious — he might even tell her family. Didn’t Dan know her brother well enough by now? Anyway, she’d already decided to have an abortion.


    Dan’s stomach spasmed. It sounded worse than the spectre of marriage. He haltingly suggested an arrangement between them, wondering yet again if she were trying to snag a citizenship.


    She turned her mocking eyes on him, reminding him even more of Arman. “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said.


    “Why?”


    She saw his hesitation and reached out a hand to him. “I didn’t expect you’d be emotional about this,” she said.


    “Am I?”


    She nodded vigorously. “Oh yes, clearly you are. No offence, but I have ambitions to be more than a housewife, and I think you may realize one day that you’re gay.”


    Dan’s eyes flickered away.


    “Besides,” she continued, “no one in my family has ever married outside our culture. It would be a disaster.”


    The double slap came as a shock. “I’d keep it,” he blurted out. “I’ll raise the child.” He had no idea what that entailed, and years later he often wondered at his outburst, but somehow the thought of saving the baby was foremost in his thinking.


    “You’d do what?”


    “I’ll look after it. I’ll raise it.” The idea had taken control of him, driving his impulses.


    Somehow it was imperative to make her understand this baby meant more to him than anything in his life so far. He rambled on, spinning himself deeper and deeper into his daydreams, his improvised fables of fatherhood. He thought she’d refuse, but her whimsical side won out. To his surprise, she agreed to consider it.


    She began to scheme. She had an aunt, rumoured to be a lesbian and considered even more of a renegade, who lived in California with a bunch of crazy artists. The aunt could take her in for the final months of the pregnancy, which, she calculated, would coincide with the end of school and summer holidays. If all went well, she wouldn’t be showing before then.


    Her light-hearted smile returned. It was an adventure. Suddenly she was Holly Golightly making an impromptu appearance at the Go-Go-A-La-Mode, clearing everything up for him where he thought he’d come to rescue her. Afterwards, Dan was never sure if he’d made up his mind or if she’d made it up for him.


    “Let me think about it,” she told him.


    Years later he related the story to Donny, who sat quietly through the tale of youthful courtship and terror.


    “So you fucked her to be with her brother?”


    Dan looked sourly at him. “No — I fucked her because I was drunk.”


    “Ah! That’s different. I’ve always said we’re all just one beer away from being straight.” Donny winked. “I think it’s cool that the kid owes his life to a pint of Heineken. You should have named him after it.”


    The prospect of a child to look after made a huge change in Dan’s life, far greater than he could have imagined. He suddenly found himself willing to do anything as long as it would bring in money. Anything but hustling — that part of his life was over. There’d be no lonely middle-aged men this time to take him in and provide. Providing was what Dan would be doing.


    It was agreed that Kendra would return to school in the fall, after the baby’s birth. In the meantime, Dan would do whatever he could to bring in money. She would remain independent and they would live apart. Custody agreements could be drawn up later, but she already knew she didn’t want to raise a child.


    Dan had signed up for a third year at university, but even before his acceptance came through he realized he wouldn’t be able to afford the tuition. Somewhere along the line, practicality won out.


    He bought a newspaper and dug out the classifieds. With his limited experience and incomplete degree, there was little he was qualified for that would support a family. The smiling man who answered his call and greeted him an hour later made him feel he’d been waiting for someone like Dan forever. That probably wasn’t far off. The sort of people who tracked insurance scammers were little short of sociopathic misfits, Dan learned. While there was no shortage of those in the city, few were capable of holding down jobs, and the ones who were seemed even more dubious specimens of humanity than the supposed criminals they were tracking. If they were good at exposing scammers, it was because cheating was in their blood, low-life losers who thought, pissed, and shat scams till they became experts at them.


    Dan accepted the comedown in expectations — from stalking bones in the Sahara to stalking flesh-and-blood rats in the gutters of the city — with equanimity. At least he was making money. He reported to the townhouse on Queen East near Logan each morning at seven a.m. before hitting the road with his assignments. This meant tracking a wide range of people who were in some way disabled — from those who’d lost the use of limbs, through those claiming whiplash and soft tissue injuries, to people with repetitive strain syndrome. Some had found themselves dismissed from their jobs outright. Others were luckier, having had the relative good fortune to have their mishaps occur at the workplace, making it harder for their employers to get rid of them. All became targets for insurance companies looking for an excuse to opt out of paying benefits.


    While waiting for lawsuits to be settled, some disappeared and were last heard from at Tijuana addresses or luxury chateaus up north. Others were luckier in having spouses support them for the duration. Still others, having lost their income, got swallowed up by welfare rolls or were glad-handed from relative to relative while waiting out the endless doctor reports and psychiatric assessments — the company doctors always finding reasons why the claimant should be working and the lawyers’ doctors finding equally valid reasons why they should not. It was all a matter of perspective, unless you happened to be the sufferer.


    This was where Dan came in. He was there to challenge the perspective. He became adept at disguising himself outside claimants’ homes, snooping through their garbage, and making discreet enquiries of the people next door who were sometimes only too eager to divulge their neighbours’ secrets. “He operates a business in his basement, customers come and go at all hours.” Or, “I see her working down at the pub on the corner on Sundays.” Many of those Dan caught in lies later expressed shock that the young man on their corner had been able to keep invisible till it was too late. After a handful of incriminating pictures, the potential lawsuits and hoped-for insurance payments became history.


    His first month on the job, he located ten claimants who’d been impossible for others to find. He got incriminating pictures of seven. His supervisors were impressed and commended him every chance they got. He’d had misgivings about a couple of the ones he’d shadowed, wondering if they really were scamming or just making do the best they could. A guy who claimed to have a bad leg and got caught playing football was one thing, but several claimants he’d photographed doing everyday things that had to be done, like it or not. The pictures didn’t show whether it had been easy for them to perform those tasks or how costly it had been in terms of pain and suffering.


    He expressed his concerns to a supervisor. She gave him a wormy smile, the veins of a chronic drinker mapping her nose. “We know,” she said. “It’s a tough call. Just get the pictures and don’t worry about it. Let the courts decide who’s lying.”


    “Luck of the draw,” a co-worker told him with a shrug. “Hey! It’s not up to us to judge.”


    The more he got to know his colleagues, the more Dan realized he was working with people who’d rubbed themselves sideways against the law more than the norm. Confessions of impaired driving, assault, tax evasion, drug possession, and fraud were commonplace amongst his co-workers. Most of them talked freely about their pasts. Some bragged about the things they got away with. One admitted he was working off the payments of a paternity suit. Dan began to feel he’d been drafted into the city’s virtually unemployable fringe set.


    One cold April afternoon, he watched an older woman hobbling around her front walk with a shovel. She wore oversized rubber boots and a ragged overcoat. With a record snowfall blanketing the city, her movements hardly made a dent in the drifts thrown up by a street plough. According to the report, a fall had left her unable to fill her duties at a stationery factory where she’d worked for the past twenty-seven years. She was widowed, the mother of a thirty-year-old. If she’d been Dan’s mother, he thought, she wouldn’t be out there shovelling for herself.


    He rolled down the windows and took a couple of pictures then sat watching, his breath hanging on the air. The woman stopped every few seconds to draw a lungful of oxygen and stretch her left arm. Dan saw the pain in her face. He put the camera down and stepped out of the car.


    She looked up when he approached.


    “Do you need some help?” he asked.


    She leaned on the shovel and regarded him. “I hurt my arm.”


    “I can see that.”


    He took the shovel and cleared her sidewalk with a dozen brisk motions.


    “Thank you, sir,” she said.


    “It’s no problem.”


    She stood there watching him. “They told me I’d better watch out for anyone with a camera. They said the insurance company would take pictures of me and show the court.”


    He smiled. She’d known he was there. “What did you say?”


    “I said I’d tell the court the insurance company didn’t pay me my money for six months now, so I didn’t have no choice but to shovel my own snow. Otherwise somebody’s goin’ to get hurt like I did and then they’ll sue me!”


    “You live all alone?”


    She nodded. “My husband died. My son got married and went back to Jamaica. I ast the neighbour’s boy would he shovel for me. He said he couldn’t be bothered for no five dollars. I’ll give it to you, if you want it.”


    She held out a bill.


    Dan shook his head. “You keep it,” he said, jabbing the shovel into a drift.


    Back in his car, he yanked the film from the camera and returned to work to hand in his resignation. The baby was four months away.


    A week later, another ad held out hope. If he could locate insurance scammers, Dan felt, surely he could locate other missing people. The office might be a dismal shade of grey that reflected in the faces of everyone who worked there, but it seemed a long step up from what he’d been doing. His colleagues were an interesting mix of former police officers and private investigators. What the walls lacked in colour his co-workers made up for in personality.


    Somehow he talked himself into the job, beginning with a research position. Dan found he had the right stuff to find people who went missing for more compelling reasons than avoiding insurance investigators. He still suffered qualms over tracking down someone who might not want to be found, but he no longer felt he was enabling insurance companies to punish innocent people for doing what others did: living their lives as best they could.


    A personal tape recorder, a high-speed camera, and a flashlight became his stock-in-trade. He wrote down all the relevant facts on a thick notepad, then memorized them and looked for ways to connect the dots. Theories without facts were useless, he soon learned, but facts that didn’t stand up to testing were a waste of time.


    Somehow he made it through the first year, then a second, with most of his personal beliefs intact and Ked growing like an errant weed he’d planted on a whim and was surprised to find waiting for him each morning when he woke.


    He hired a nanny and trundled off to work and back again each day, spending his evenings alone with this bundle of living, breathing flesh that seemed as much a part of him as his own arm.


    At times, the boy was his only companion apart from the TV. He tried to juggle Ked on his knee and watch the jabbering shows about raising kids and having a rewarding life at the same time. The ones where privileged women argued about epidurals and hiring midwives. In truth, the task was lonely and demanding and he seldom seemed to get outside of an insular world that had shrunk to almost nothing. There were days when he still wished he had a career that was impressive-sounding, but that thought died when he celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday alone.

  


  
    Six



    Anger Management



    The morning passed with little excitement. The bottle of Scotch did not put in an appearance. Just before one o’clock Dan went off to the coroner’s office on Grosvenor Street, but the body of the missing person fifty-five Division claimed to have a possible match for turned out to be someone else. Someone who didn’t even vaguely resemble the person in Dan’s file, apart from being human and male. There were doubts even about the latter, considering the raised mammaries that appeared to have been a botched home job injecting silicone under the skin with a hypodermic. Another victim of do-it-yourself beauty school etiquette. All went well for these home-style girly-boys until they misjudged the position of an artery and sent the polymer mainlining into their hearts and lungs. By then it was too late. Death came grisly but swift, and the rictus masks left for their discoverers weren’t too pretty either.


    At least the Serbian boy would be going home soon. When he’d left, it had probably been a merry send-off — women in babushkas and kerchiefs smiling and sipping Turkish coffee, bristle-faced men offering their worldly wisdom and passing the šljivovica from hand to hand while the children romped around the room, not understanding why they were celebrating their older cousin’s leave-taking, but glad for the sweet rolls. Dan didn’t want to think about the bumpy coffin ride back in the bottom of a cargo plane, the seven-hour flight to repatriate him, the teary return that awaited him in his homeland two years too late.


    The sky threatened drizzle as he walked north on Yonge Street, keeping his distance from passersby who seemed to have nothing better to do than throng the intersections looking fashionable. He stopped for lunch at Spring Rolls. The downstairs was filled with a noisy young crowd who seemed to think it a glamorous social event rather than simply a quick, cheap eat. He bypassed the clamorous lunchers and went upstairs, where it was only slightly less crowded. A waiter waved him curtly to a window table. The man’s face betrayed annoyance at having one customer take up a spot for two. Dan could remember when the place barely got half full. Whenever he found a convenient location to eat, it turned trendy in a couple of months. Then the wait time increased, the food went downhill, and the service got snarly. So much for Toronto’s exalted dining experience.


    He ordered a drink before he was seated. One beer to take the edge off. It wasn’t that he needed it, he reassured himself. Just holding the tumbler in his hand made him feel better.


    Two tables over, a rugged-looking guy in denim caught Dan’s eye. Black T-shirt, chiselled cheekbones, thick moustache. Face like a motorcycle cop from the backend of a seventies porn catalogue. He looked familiar. Dan wondered if he was undercover, possibly someone he’d worked with before. He kept catching Dan’s glance. The third time it happened the man smiled unexpectedly. Dan blushed and turned away.


    He sipped his beer and kept his gaze averted, wondering how long the guy would keep at it before he gave up.


    The waiter returned for his order. Dan stumbled over the name of one of the Asian fusion dishes. The waiter corrected his pronunciation and regarded him gravely, as though he’d asked for a side order of blowfish.


    His meal had just arrived when the denim-clad mannequin laid a bill on the table. Dan kept his head turned as he walked past and dropped a slip of paper beside Dan’s fork. Out of the corner of his eye, Dan watched him disappear down the stairs before turning it over — the name Chuck and a phone number. He finished his lunch and left the number on the table. Maybe his hurried waiter would think it was for him. The two of them could work it out.


    Outside, the day had turned bright. The sun made a sudden appearance as Dan crossed through Allan Gardens, noting the unusually large number of addicts looking up uncertainly at the light, like seals left stranded by a retreating tide. He thought over the early morning meeting with his former neighbour at the donut shop, and wondered again why Steve had given Glenda the house, especially since she made more money than him. Is that what straight men did?


    There was no reply from Bill when he reached the office. He tossed his coat over a chair then made a few calls about the young runaway, Richard Philips. At four o’clock he signed off on the file of a woman missing for five years who’d recently turned up — schizophrenic and amnesiac — on a Hawaiian island. She’d been living in an abandoned milk truck. Her appearance had altered so radically, it had taken a DNA test to convince her relatives she was the same woman. Sometimes that was as good as it got.


    He opened another file and read over his notes without taking anything in. A fourth cup of coffee failed to revive his concentration. He’d been staring at his computer for some time without registering a thing. Just before six, he closed his laptop and left the office.


    His counselling was an hour off. It seemed to be a day for wasting time. On a lark, he left his car in the underground garage and walked west on Wellesley Street through the downtown core. He ducked into a video arcade burgeoning with teens and pre-teens — kids who liked to hang out on the strip. He watched them in the half-light, silhouetted like an army of overactive gnomes labouring underground. A crazy quilt of sound came at him, the jabbering voices of boys and machines. The variety of games boggled his mind, newer versions at the front, older ones farther along the warren of blinking lights. Shooting games, driving games, even a fast-paced step-dancing game. Movie themes dominated: Lord of the Rings followed by Star Wars and The Matrix. Near the far end stood Roger Moore, as dashing as ever — James Bond is immortal, after all. Closer up, a perennial favourite: a Playboy Bunny with a waggling set of ears. Elsewhere, Nancy Reagan’s much-quoted plea hung over a flaming bridge: Just say no to drugs. But what if they said yes to you?


    Dan kept his eyes peeled for Richard Philips. He’d seen a million boys like the ones here today, all variations on a theme. He was the kid next door with the Popsicle smile or the ten-cent grin, a skateboard beneath his feet, a baseball cap on a crow’s nest of hair, and a comic book tucked beneath his arm. You know him. He’s the boy who got all As, or sometimes Bs or even Fs. The future baccalaureate or the wearer of the dunce’s crown, the one who stupefied his teachers or failed miserably at his studies. He’s the boy who cheered others on in their endeavours and threw matches at cats. Who won or lost at aggies, who skipped classes and lobbed crusts at other boys in the lunchroom. You know every variation of him. And every now and again one little thing went wrong, one screw fell out of place, and he was no longer that charming boy you thought you knew but a conniving criminal, a survival-minded sharp waiting on the other side of the lamppost, on the far side of midnight, leaning against the doorframe and taking your measure. But you know him. Because somewhere deep down inside, he is you or your son or your brother or maybe even your future father. You know him.


    Dan watched the kids jockeying for place, aiming guns in the air, at the screens, at each other. Blam! He listened to the sharp yells as the boys won or lost, then started new games that took them to the far reaches of space, the depths of the ocean, or the deepest jungles. Losing themselves as successfully as they could.


    Apart from Dan and the arcade manager, there was only one other adult in the room. At first Dan didn’t recognize him. He was a bag of bones, an old haunt Dan hadn’t seen in years. At forty he’d been a chronic predator; at sixty he was a fright. Dan watched him move among the boys like an aged shopper browsing the aisle of some fancy specialty shop, hands trembling with hunger. The boys all seemed to know him too — Wicked Uncle Ernie with his bag of magic tricks, all for kicks. Come home with me, kiddies. We’ll watch some television, snort a little blow. Smoke some crack. Aren’t I a charm? We’ll have fun. Whatever turns up. And P.S. Don’t tell Mom. The voice paced, the tone measured: here was sincerity, surprise, and now and then a little calculated enthusiasm. Great shot, Tim! What a score. Keep it up, Bennie! Whatever was required came tripping off his tongue in calculated increments, plotted to the needs of the moment. Now smile for the camera because: these premises are monitored 24-hours. Let the means determine the ends. Each according to his need. And now and then a gentle laugh, nicely modulated. Every syllable a sure step, one foot placed squarely in front of the other.


    Dan caught the predator’s eyes, tossed him a knowing nod to unsettle his dreams, and let him know he’d been noticed — who knows, maybe the former hustler had gone undercover after all these years — then left, heading for his counselling session.


    Dan’s work offered the weekly sessions to help employees deal with the supposed stress of their jobs. His employer was considered progressive. Words like “wellness” and “holistic” were floated freely around the office. Currently, however, Dan’s counselling had also become “compulsory” after he dented a filing cabinet with his fist.


    Two days before that incident, he’d successfully tracked down the spouse of a client who warned him that her husband, a manic-depressive, had left home without his meds. Twelve hours after being freed from a rehab centre, the man turned up a suicide in a west end back alley. It came as a complete shock to himself and everyone else when Dan spun around and slugged the cabinet.


    A superior with fifties hair, a Father-Knows-Best attitude, and a pro-counselling bias decided to make Dan an example. “You’re letting this get to you,” he said from the far side of the room where Dan stood nursing his knuckles.


    Dan was livid. “You’re goddamn right I’m letting it get to me! This should never have happened. Who ordered this man released?”


    “Calm down, Daniel.”


    “Fucking hell I’ll calm down!” This time he kicked the cabinet, caving in one of the lower drawer fronts as though it had been to blame.


    The others moved away, leaving him alone to carve out his self-destruction.


    “It’s unfortunate, I agree. But these things happen.” The supervisor moved in on Dan as though he were a dangerous psychopath he intended to disarm.


    “That’s bullshit! Anyone with a history of mental illness is a critical case. This is a fucking tragedy. He should never have been let go without someone telling me or his wife!”


    All his years of service would not buy his way out. The die had been cast, the hammer set to fall with a resounding crash. The incident got him six months’ mandatory counselling and replacement costs for the cabinet. He’d resisted the counselling but, faced with the alternative of suspension, he relented. At least they were paying for the sessions. Reluctantly, he attended the weekly meetings, though it was seldom his work Dan wanted to talk about.


    He approached Queen’s Park, a miniature forest in the city’s heart. A mounted statue of Edward VII towered over crisscrossing paths, transported from Delhi when India left the Commonwealth, like the prize in a prolonged custody dispute from a messy divorce settlement.


    It was here that Dan had slept on the hard benches his first night in the city, while crepuscular figures flitted like moths in the dark. It wasn’t till later he’d learned the intent of the men prowling the darkened pathways like vampires, but in search of a different kind of life-giving fluid.


    Through the trees the sky was a honed blue, a nice ending to the day if you had nothing troubling you, but Dan knew by the time he finished his counselling session it would be dark, in keeping with his mood. After his hour with Martin, he’d walk back across Wellesley to the bars on Church Street and show them the picture of the young runaway. After an hour with Martin, he’d need to spend time in a bar.


    He passed the brown brick residence at Whitney Hall where he’d met Arman and Kendra. After all this time the apple tree outside the porter’s office still flourished in the back courtyard. A few crabbed globes clung to its scaly branches. It felt strange to look up at the corner window and know his son had been conceived there out of his own macho drunkenness.


    Arman was currently in Dubai. A brilliant IT worker, he was shipped from port to port at great expense. He’d slipped out of Dan’s world completely and married a woman chosen by his family, though by all accounts they were happy. Unlike his renegade sister, Arman had no compunction about doing what tradition expected of him. If things had been different in a very different world, Dan wondered, would Arman have been just as happy in an arranged marriage with a man if tradition ordained it?


    Kendra lived a few blocks north on a tree-lined street in a hundred-year-old stone house. She’d become a success too, living life on her own terms and alone, as Dan knew she would. They may have been alike in looks and upbringing, but Kendra was a very different creature from her tradition-upholding brother.


    He crossed through the heart of the university, past St. George and Spadina with their popular student pizzerias, to the euphemistically named Harbord Centre for Well Being, which was actually located on Brunswick Avenue. Like Edward VII, it too had been displaced, but kept its name after being transplanted to this little backwater street, like a deposed royal living out its life in an anonymous hamlet far from the cultural centres of its heyday.


    Dan walked up to the decrepit building that showed at least three colours peeling through a brown topcoat like a bad tan. Someone had made a stab at beautifying the outside by placing pots of geraniums along the windowsills, but these had failed to bloom in the absence of direct sunlight. In fact, Dan wondered if anything could blossom along this rundown stretch of street. The scraggly, light-starved stems presented a pathetic welcome to anyone looking up from the sidewalk.


    He checked his watch: he was twenty-three minutes early. He didn’t want Martin to think he was anxious to see him. On the other hand, there was nowhere else to go in this neighbourhood of shabby student-chic housing. He spent the next ten minutes perusing the walls papered in notices for used textbooks, political rallies, flats to let, roommates wanted (and unwanted), descriptions of missing items with hopeful phone numbers beside them, as well as a plethora of numbers and email addresses of arcane purpose, the relevant notices having faded or been cut off or covered over by others clamouring for attention and demanding to be heard above all else.


    The building’s elevator was perpetually out of service. He took the three flights of wheezing, complaining stairs that announced visitors by their tread. Dan imagined the long queue of clients — timid or brave, world-weary or hopeful — who passed over this threshold and down the hall to the large oak panels behind which the eminent Martin Sanger and his dry, probing intellect waited. Dan had experienced moments of both hope and resignation as he approached these doors, but today he was what he usually was: irritable and angry at having to be there.


    He reached the office and let himself in. The receptionist listened, blank-faced, as he stated his name. He wondered if she really didn’t remember him when he walked through these doors every week at this time, or if this was part of his training to help him learn to be patient with what Martin had labelled his “perceived stupidity of others.” Dan waited while she looked down at her appointment book, nodded as she discovered his name and asked him to take a seat.


    He watched through the glass as she bent to speak into the intercom to relay notice of his arrival to Martin’s office. She always struck Dan as nervous and unhappy. He wondered if she was also a patient here. Maybe reception work was how she paid for her therapy. This was the only time Dan saw her. She was gone by the time his sessions ended, and he emerged to a semi-darkened waiting room, as though she’d been compelled to take the light with her wherever she went.


    Dan settled into what he’d determined was the most comfortable of three waiting room seats: a faded green club chair. Or in this case the least uncomfortable. The room was silent, with that surprising mixture of stillness and anticipation. From one floor above, he heard a sharp humourless laugh followed by a thump. A car passed outside the window and then, after a pause, another. He wondered why there was no music to provide comfort or distraction. Maybe this was part of his therapy too, his little wait in limbo while he was observed through a spy hole in the opposite wall.


    He went over the list of topics he had lined up, imagining Martin’s reactions. The tale of Steve and Glenda would elicit an anticipatory glance; it might also earn him a point for compassion at having met with Steve at four a.m. to talk over his troubles. He could follow this up with his annoyance at Bill’s unreturned calls. No point in mentioning the lousy drivers he encountered daily in the city. They were par for the course; no one was exempt. He could also mention Ked’s new friend Ephraim, the ruffian. Or would Martin think he was being racist? He could simply not mention the boy’s colour, if it came to that. But wasn’t this session supposed to be a safe place for Dan to unburden himself? Didn’t he have the right to express concern over his son’s future?


    If that failed to feed Martin’s interest, he could delve into his childhood, that old stand-by. Martin seemed to like it when he did. During their initial session, the awkward getting-to-know-you of pre-interrogation invasiveness, Martin had asked him what triggered his anger as a child. Dan couldn’t remember being angry as a child and Martin seemed to think that in itself was unusual. How could anyone get through childhood without experiencing anger? It spelled repression. Try being the child of a violent alcoholic and you’d probably repress your anger too, Dan said.


    “Then why do you think you’re so angry now?” Martin had asked.


    “It beats depression.”


    Martin pencilled furiously on the sheet in his lap. After that, he brought up Dan’s early years till Dan was sick of rehashing his childhood, as though the key to who he was now lay in some mysterious past time that had had the door closed on it forever and could only be viewed by coming to this man’s office and peering inside its cage like visitors to the zoo.


    In fact, Dan seldom thought about his childhood. He’d come a long way from his past and he intended to keep on going as far as he could. The best thing you could do with the past, he told himself, was forget it. Though if everyone thought like that, he’d be out of business. His job depended on other people wanting him to dig up the past and conjure it before their eyes: the young wife who hadn’t returned from a trip to the bank; the father who left work and was never seen again; the sixth-grader who ventured out between Algebra and French and dropped off the face of the earth.


    It wasn’t till his third session that Martin asked him about his mother’s death when he was four years old. Dan replied truthfully that he recalled little apart from a gathering of relatives in his apartment and the hush around them whenever he came into the room. He remembered briefly being shipped off to a neighbour’s, and later being given Popsicles before returning to live with his father.


    When she died, what little connection Dan had had with his father died along with her. His father seemed to have frozen over, ice covering the distance between them. It had stayed that way till his death ten years ago, though the ice was all on Dan’s part by then. Even Kedrick’s birth hadn’t changed things. There’d been just one family visit, a brief, guilt-tinged appearance supervised by Dan’s Aunt Marge, made at her request. Dan had watched, wary, as his father took the boy in his hands and sat him on his knee. The scar on Dan’s right temple throbbed, the one he’d gotten when his father threw him against a doorjamb returning home late from school not long after his tenth birthday.


    Since then he’d successfully covered the past with a shroud, convincing himself it had few holds on him apart from the ones dictated by genetics. As far as he was concerned, the legacy was unremarkable on both sides of the family. He was the son of a miner who was also the son of a miner. His father’s relatives had lived in Sudbury for more than three generations. His mother had migrated there from Manitoba, no one seemed to recall why or when, and had been variously a waitress, a beautician, and a cashier at Woolworth’s until her early death from pneumonia one Christmas.


    As far as Dan knew, he was the only one in the family who had attended a post-secondary institution. He’d never been in trouble at school or with the law. Until he left home, he’d never lived anywhere but Sudbury. The only home he recalled had been the second floor of a rundown walk-up in the Flourmill District, an area uniquely devoid of distinctive features apart from the six squat cement cylinders that had lain unused for decades before being turned into a museum of dubious distinction not long after Dan was born.


    “Do you have any nice memories of your father?” Martin asked unexpectedly one day.


    Dan thought about it. After a moment, he nodded. “My father was sometimes nice to me when he drank. That and Christmas. Usually the two coincided. I guess he was sentimental about certain things.”


    “Did it change after your mother died?”


    “That was when he stopped drinking.” Dan paused. “You’d think it would be the opposite, wouldn’t you? You might expect that he’d drink more when she died.”


    “Would you?”


    “Yes, a normal person would.”


    Martin ignored the jibe, if he noticed it.


    “My father didn’t drink for a long time after she died, but he started up again during a mining strike in the late seventies. The strike went on for nearly a year. That’s when I realized he resented me. Otherwise, I suppose he could have sat around getting drunk instead of working to support me.”


    Of his parents together, he had one small memory that might have been nothing more than a dream. A Christmas tree filled with lights and tinselly ornaments figured prominently. A glittery green and red bird with a shiny fibreglass tail caught his attention. He recalled reaching up and stroking it, only to have his hand slapped. From there, the memory shifted to an argument between his parents that seemed to go on a long time while he cried. He recalled his father’s angry outburst as a hush overtook the house. Outside, snow was falling. Later, a worried knocking had come at the door, followed by a strange pathetic scratching. The details were hazy. There might have been more crying. Somewhere in there was the knowledge that his mother was not coming back. Then later, definitely more crying, this time from his aunt. Whatever else was there faded out of memory. He’d dreamed the event many times and took it as being symbolic of the death of his mother rather than any sort of reality.


    How did he feel after having the dream? Martin asked. Terrible, of course. Dan wondered why Martin had to ask. What child wouldn’t feel terrible on losing a mother? He wanted to ask if Martin had been glad to lose his.


    Remembering his parents’ arguing wasn’t surprising, since that was the hallmark of their relationship, according to his Aunt Marge. She and her daughter Leyla were his only remaining relatives. He remembered the matronly Marge with fondness as the aunt who snuck him into the Empire Theatre for Saturday matinees and as the woman who raised him after his mother died. He thought guiltily of her now — she’d been in poor health for several years and he hadn’t seen her in some time. His cousin Leyla he recalled as the first person in his sexual landscape, a dimly lit mural of touch-and-feel one night when they were forced to share a bed. He’d been impressed by the size of her breasts. In the family, it had been touted that “Leyla failed grade eight because she went boy crazy.” He always smiled to think of it. He’d carried on the tradition, he supposed.


    The receptionist stirred in her glass cubicle and glanced nervously about as though she sensed a seismic tremor coming down the hall. Dan looked at his watch. It was exactly seven. Martin opened the door and nodded.


    “Come in, please, Daniel,” Martin said in the same spiritless tone he always used.


    Dan followed Martin to an office almost obsessively devoid of personality. Eggshell walls and off-white trim enclosed a cream-coloured carpet with a glass table placed precisely in the centre. On a desk in the corner, a whirling screen-saver offered glimpses of what outer space might look like from the POV of someone heading resolutely away from earth. Not drowning — waving goodbye. A narrow window looked out onto the pitch of other rooflines. A Piet Mondrian reproduction — a quilt-like abstraction of crosshatches — offered the only colour in an otherwise almost obsessively bland room. It floated on the wall above Martin’s head like a cartoon image of the contents of his mind.


    The client chair seemed purposely set at a lower angle than Martin’s. Dan sat and studied the thin face he couldn’t quite bring to mind outside this unremarkable room. “Invisible” didn’t begin to cover it. Even Martin’s wardrobe seemed designed for camouflage. An oatmeal vest covered an ecru shirt tucked into light-brown trousers with immaculate creases. Half the time in these sessions Dan spent wondering what made this man so indistinct he could disappear right before your eyes. The shrink who shrank. Maybe if Martin lost his temper or betrayed an emotion, he might give off some vital signs.


    After the formality of offering Dan a glass of water, which he always refused, Martin sat back with his hands tented and eyed Dan over his fingers.


    “So what brings you here today?”


    As always, Dan was tempted to say it was a choice between seeing Martin and losing his job, and that he almost hadn’t come. Instead, he went into his preamble about his late-night talk with Steve Jenkins and his uncharitable neighbour, Glenda. Before he could get far, Martin cut him off.


    “How do you feel about that?”


    Dan wanted to say, “I think she’s a selfish cunt. The kind who makes living in this city even more unbearable.” Instead he said, “It’s not fair. Here’s this poor schmuck who loves his wife more than anything and she’s taking advantage of the situation.”


    “So you feel a sense of injustice,” Martin said, with a flash that might have been interest kindling behind his eyes.


    Dan nodded.


    “Do you see how you’ve removed yourself from the emotion and put yourself at a distance?”


    “How is that?” Dan said. He was unsure whether agreeing with Martin’s assessment might be a good thing. Surely feeling an emotion was better than observing it?


    Thankfully, Martin was willing to enlighten him. “It’s a rational judgment you’re making about the situation. You’ve separated yourself from the emotion to view it with detachment. Whereas you might normally feel anger over a perceived injustice, you’ve distanced yourself. I think that’s good.”


    Dan tried to look pleased.


    “How are you feeling about life in general these days?” Martin said.


    “Good. Fine. A little less irritable than usual.”


    “Why is that?”


    Dan reflected. “Bill and I are going away for the weekend. We’re going to a gay wedding.”


    Dan had stopped hypothesizing on Martin’s sexuality and simply assumed he had none, though Martin always showed a keen interest in anything to do with Dan’s sex life. Sometimes Dan went on at length when Martin showed curiosity, feeding him tidbits of information to see how he would react, though he’d tired of the game quickly.


    “This will be the first time we’ll be together for an entire weekend,” Dan continued.


    “And you feel positive about this?”


    “Yes,” Dan said, surprising himself.


    “Is it a matter of feeling you have more control over the relationship?”


    “Not really. Bill’s always been in control of the relationship — when we see each other, for how long, et cetera.”


    Martin inclined his head. “I seem to recall you once said he was in control of every aspect of the relationship except for the bedroom….”


    Dan leaned in. “Well, he calls the shots there too, more or less. What I meant was, he lets me be in control when we have sex.”


    “How do you feel about that?”


    “Obviously I’m willing to go along with it or I wouldn’t be with him.”


    Martin waited.


    Dan cleared his throat. “I’m learning to be patient,” he said.


    “That’s good. Very good.” Martin nodded encouragingly, like a grade school teacher rewarding a student for a correct answer. “Have you had any difficult moments since you were here last?”


    “Not really.”


    “Not really or no?”


    “No.”


    Martin made a mark in his notebook. “Good,” he said. “No banging with your fists or yelling?”


    Dan remembered the incident with the dog. It seemed funny in hindsight. Surely it was a sign he could laugh at himself. “I got a bit upset with the dog, but it was just the excitement. I didn’t mean to yell.”


    Martin looked up from his notebook. “Isn’t that how you described the incident at work when you hit the filing cabinet? You said you yelled at your superior without meaning to.”


    Dan shrugged. “Okay.”


    “Would you say this is a common response you have in tense situations?”


    “This wasn’t a tense situation. I was walking in my front door.”


    Martin was rapt. “Tell me what happened. Does the dog have a name?”


    Of course the fucking dog has a name, Dan thought. “It’s Ralph,” he said slowly.


    “Ralph,” Martin repeated, making it sound like a foreign word. “Is Ralph a male? May I refer to Ralph as ‘he’?”


    “Sure.”


    Dan rubbed his temples. A nice fat glass of Scotch would drown out how much he detested sitting here with this emotionally repressed insect dissecting his every thought and word, as though using the wrong adjective to describe a reaction or labelling a dog by the incorrect gender might be a crime.


    Martin pondered his words as Dan explained how he’d yelled at the dog.


    “When you think about what Ralph did now, in this moment, how do you feel?”


    “I don’t feel anything now. At the time I was pretty pissed off,” Dan said. “I’m sure he does it on purpose.”


    Martin made an elaborate note in his book. He looked up. “Of course you realize a dog isn’t conscious of its actions the same way humans are?”


    Dan shrugged. “Actually, I’m convinced he does it to annoy me. It’s a big ‘Fuck You’ when he does it at the front door. When it’s an accident, he tries to hide it in the basement.”


    The pencil jogged around the page. Martin looked up. “Do you know that for a fact or do you just imagine you know what the dog’s motivations are?”


    “He’s a smart dog and he’s been through obedience training. He knows what he’s doing.”


    “Can we talk about how Ralph might feel in these circumstances?”


    Martin looked over his shoulder as though conferring with the Mondrian. Maybe it talked to him, Dan thought. Maybe it prompted him on what train of thought to follow.


    “How would I know what the dog feels? Do dogs even feel?”


    Martin tented his fingers again and leaned back. “Try to imagine what it might be like for Ralph. You said he does it to annoy you. Why do you think that is? Was he feeling neglected? Had he been left alone without access to a place to defecate?”


    Dan tried to imagine Martin bending and scooping up Ralph’s big turd with a teaspoon, balancing it as he made his way across the office to a wastebasket.


    “My son said that even dogs need love.”


    “Good!” Martin said decisively. “And do you agree?”


    “He’s probably right.”


    “So how did Ralph respond when he perceived himself to be neglected? When you didn’t give him the love and attention he wanted?”


    “You just said dogs weren’t conscious in the way humans are. How could he ‘perceive’ anything?”


    “Unconscious perception can be even stronger than conscious perception. If you believe the dog was ‘acting out,’ then clearly the dog perceives when it’s been neglected. Do you see?”


    In Dan’s mind, he saw Martin’s hand tremble and drop the turd. It landed with a soft thud and rolled across the carpet, leaving a faint brown trail. “This is really stupid.”


    Martin untented his fingers. “Is it stupid, Daniel — or do you perceive it to be stupid?”


    “Either — both — Martin.”


    “And why does stupidity, perceived or otherwise, justify your anger?”


    Dan felt his face flush. “Because it just does.”


    “Was your father a stupid man?”


    “Maybe. I don’t know. Can we change the subject?”


    Martin stared like a man watching something squirm at the end of a hook. “Don’t you think we should explore what made you so angry about the dog’s disobedience?”


    “No. Let’s change the subject.”


    Martin made a few more scribbles in his book. “Fine,” he said. “I understand that you don’t feel like being challenged on this issue today.”


    Dan’s teeth were clenched, but he kept his voice low. “Look, Martin, you don’t have to tell me that you understand or that you don’t understand. I don’t care. I just don’t want to talk about the fucking dog.”


    Martin paused then said, “All right. Can you tell me at least why you don’t want to talk about it?”


    Dan looked out the window over the rows of roofs. The clouds folding into one another. The oncoming darkness. “No.”


    Martin scribbled another note. “Okay. Let’s talk about something else. Have you felt violently angry at any time in the past week?”


    Dan turned his gaze to him. “Other than right now?”


    Martin eyed him warily. “Yes. Other than right now.”

  


  
    Seven



    Now Auditioning



    Dan felt a profound ambivalence for the gay ghetto at Church and Wellesley. On the one hand, it was where he’d first been accepted when he came to Toronto; for that, he felt a loyalty verging on heartfelt gratitude. Then the other hand rose up and, with it, his disillusionment came into focus: it lacked pride. The kind of pride he felt a gay ghetto ought to have, though maybe the primary word here was “ghetto” and not “gay.” He’d been to other gay neighbourhoods; few of those had impressed him either. They struck him as being caught between lacking self-respect and not trying hard enough. We can do better, he thought.


    Maybe it was the city encroaching on the ghetto that stopped it from being more remarkable. You couldn’t make people respect invisible boundaries, lines drawn in sand, but Church Street always felt unnecessarily tawdry and sad, with its dilapidated awnings and faded storefronts, like a dyspeptic drunk. As though it would rather be something else, but couldn’t decide what. Nor could Dan. He’d taken his time coming out, not because he was ashamed of being gay but because he couldn’t identify with so many gay men and women. It baffled him why they accepted second-hand treatment at the hands of others. It was as though they derived their identity from the fact that they’d been denied by the rest of the world.


    And so with the ghetto. He’d never choose to live there. It wasn’t the urge to band together that bothered him so much as their willingness to accept this small bit of turf as all they could have. He often felt sold out by his own kind. Coming to Church Street only exacerbated the feeling.


    He headed south along the east side of the street, past a roving pack of club kids, tattooed, coiffed, and spouting song lyrics. Cocky with their twenty-something-ness. The darkened glass of Byzantium superimposed Dan’s reflection over a pair of diners, an Asian kid and a white kid sharing a jocular moment with their waiter. The Asian boy speared Dan’s stomach with a fondue prong and leaned in for a bite. Further along, the windows at This Ain’t The Rosedale Library shouted with book titles and magazines he’d never heard of because being hip took too much energy. If he needed to know anything current, Donny or Ked usually filled him in.


    The Black Eagle wasn’t known for being a hustler haven. It was primarily a leather bar, a netherworld of S&M accoutrements catering to a clientele that identified with a vaguely threatening, power-oriented sexuality. Skinhead and biker looks were popular. Dan’s ruggedness fit right in. He’d once gone home with a man he’d met on the upstairs patio, only to discover his apartment decorated with Nazi paraphernalia. He hadn’t stayed long enough to find out if it was a joke.


    The out-of-work bodybuilder planted outside the front entrance threw Dan a smile. Steroids had given him pectorals a drag queen would envy, while anti-virals had finished off the effect by reinventing his face. Dan always felt he’d passed some sort of mutation test by coming here. He pulled out the picture of the runaway.


    The man looked it over and smacked one fist into the other. “Kid like that comes in here and we’d kick his ass out in a second,” he said. “Don’t need that kind of trouble — those kids have their own places to go to anyway.”


    “What about in the daytime when no one’s on the door?”


    The bouncer tilted his head toward the entrance. “Ask Charlie. He’s on the main floor.”


    Dan went in. The interior carried an aroma of stale beer and body odour while suggesting scenes of torture and imprisonment rather than anything overtly erotic. In fact, a little sex appeal would have cheered the place up, but the premises evoked an aura of pain inflicted in lieu of pleasure. Dan considered physical abuse the dull side of the sexual imagination. He’d stopped going there when one too many pickups expressed disappointment at his gentle touch.


    “Do you want to strangle me a bit?” one suggested, after a few minutes of foreplay. “It might make it more exciting. Besides, you look the type.”


    “I’m outta here,” Dan said, the door slamming behind him before the man could even protest.


    “How come a big hunk like you is so sweet?” another asked, clearly disappointed at not having his endurance limits tested. “I was hoping for a little abuse.”


    Dan flexed his biceps. “Who said abuse was free? Usually I get paid to hurt guys like you.”


    The man pulled a face. “I’m only thirty-three. You’re crazy if you think I’m going to pay for sex!”


    Dan retrieved his underwear and pulled it on. “Ever been to a bathhouse?”


    The man gave him an odd look. “Of course.”


    “Then you’ve paid for sex.”


    In the bar on the main floor, heavy metal music ground through the speakers. The place was empty apart from a shirtless bartender who looked like a double for Jim Morrison right before his drunken downward spiral. He looked Dan over approvingly.


    “Hi there.”


    “Evening,” Dan said, to put things on a formal level. “You Charlie?”


    “Yep. That’s me.”


    Dan pulled the picture from his case and laid it on the bar. “Ever see this kid in here?”


    Dan could see him calculating whether he was a cop. The bartender shrugged — it wouldn’t matter either way so long as the kid wasn’t in there now. “He looks pretty young. I doubt I’ve seen anyone under twenty in here yet.”


    A few doors up the street an early crowd had gathered in Woody’s. Heads turned at his approach. Woody’s was an upscale pub, a preppy bar for kids with clean good looks. Dan seldom rated more than a passing nod from this crowd. From experience he knew he looked like one of two things: rough trade or a hustler on the make.


    Inside, he almost ran into a drag queen. Bricklayer hands and Maybelline eyes. Forget-me-not blue. She was Anybody’s Girl. She looked at Dan and flashed a smile: Our Little Secret. Dan smiled back. Why be unfriendly?


    Cosy and comfortable, Woody’s favoured décor over theme. Drag routines on slow nights and amateur strip shows mid-week, the bar managed to keep its clients happy without leaving them awash in Gwen Stefani and Britney Spears videos. For a while it was known as the bar in the American Queer As Folk series. Woody’s also held a record for selling more beer than any other bar its size in the city. Despite this, breweries were reluctant to make a showing at Pride in the years before it became a sell-out and everybody wanted in on the advertising opportunities. Woody’s stood up and got counted. “No Pride, no beer.” It became a mantra repeated cheerfully to every brew-master within hearing. Next Pride Day, all but the most uncooperative contributed to Woody’s float. You might not wring respect from a bigot, far less a corporation, but money had a way of leaping over personal qualms and setting its own rules. That move had earned the bar Dan’s everlasting respect.


    By light of day, the glamour faded and Woody’s became just another dingy pub with a surprisingly small stage considering the number of drag queens who managed to crowd onto it any given Sunday. The interior was always dim, as though the aura of false twilight it carried was a prize feature. Dan padded through the wood-lined interior to see who or what lay inside.


    A bartender called out hopefully. “Hey, sexy dude.” It was probably the same name he had for half the guys who came into the place. He was short, twenty-two-ish, and filled his Baby Gap T-shirt in a way that left few questions unanswered, at least about his top half. “Good to see you again!”


    Dan walked up to the bar and sat, knowing the last time he’d set foot in the place this particular bartender probably hadn’t even applied for a position or slept with the right someone to get it. Or maybe even graduated from high school. “A pint of Rickard’s Red,” he said.


    The boy pulled the tap, watched disinterestedly as the glass filled, flicked off the head, and pulled the tap again. He slid the glass forward. Dan slapped a ten on the counter, Sir John A. side up. There he was, father of the country with his steadfast stare, snowy curls, and not a hint of the alcoholic about him. Dan pushed the change back and took the top off his drink.


    “I’d like some information,” he said, retrieving the photograph from his briefcase. He flashed it at the bartender. “This kid ever come in here?”


    The boy picked it up and looked it over carefully. He shook his head. “I don’t think so. But I go for blondes, so I may not have noticed him even if he was right under my nose.” He grinned. “Sorry.”


    Dan tried two other bartenders. No one gave him a positive ID. The tattooed bald-headed guy at the front bar just shrugged. “I see fifty variations on this kid every time I work a Saturday night,” he said, looking back at Dan. “Now you I would remember. In fact, I do, though you haven’t been in for a while. You’re a Scotch drinker.”


    Dan smiled. “Only on a rough night,” he said.


    “Best kind of night there is. I didn’t know you were a cop.” His face suggested he might be willing to be handcuffed and frisked at a moment’s notice.


    “I’m not. Sorry to disappoint you.”


    The man’s expression hovered between mirth and skepticism. “I doubt you’d disappoint anyone.” He waited a beat, but Dan didn’t pick up his cue. “Come back in sometime when you’re looking for someone a little older — say, my age. I’ll be willing to help in any way I can.”


    Dan laughed. “I’ll keep it in mind, thanks.”


    He ran into the same story all up and down the strip. Either no one recalled the kid or they recalled a hundred just like him. He was about to give up when he saw a slim figure up ahead. For a second, Dan thought it might be Richard Philips. The boy sauntered past Starbucks and stopped to check his reflection in the storefront of Eyes On Church.


    He had the same wary eyes and disappointed mouth as Richard. His scrawny build and jerky walk cut a swath ahead of him, while his hands busily defined the air. Even at a distance Dan could see the wear and tear he’d picked up on the streets. But it wasn’t Richard. Just another street kid with ill-fitting jeans and a growing attitude. At fifteen, he’d be considered desirable by a certain crowd. That had probably been enough to make him head full-tilt down the wrong road. From the looks of him, he was now seventeen or eighteen. By twenty he’d be too disease-ridden to sell for over-ripe fruit, though there’d always be some fetishist willing to use him as a human ashtray in exchange for a place to stay when no one else wanted him. Still, he wasn’t Richard. But give it a few years and he would be.


    The boy had seen Dan. He turned and headed over. If Dan had been as forward during his time on the street, who knows where he’d be now?


    “Hi, sir,” the boy said. “Have you got the time?”


    “Sure, I’ve got time,” Dan said.


    The boy’s eyes darted up and down the sidewalk while he talked, as though afraid he might miss something. The jerky mannerisms continued. His pupils were so black, Dan felt it was like looking into a void. He had that intense sexual vibe street kids seemed to exude effortlessly, their inner antenna always attuned to someone else’s desire.


    “Let’s go somewhere,” the kid said, cocky now, as though he’d just lucked into a good thing.


    “Not that kind of time.”


    The eyes turned suspicious. “What do you want then?”


    “I’d like to talk.”


    “What about?”


    “You legal?” Dan asked.


    “I got ID,” the kid said, puffing up his scrawny frame.


    Dan resisted the urge to laugh. “I just wondered if we could go into a bar to talk.”


    The boy’s eyes narrowed. “You a cop?”


    “No.”


    “Then let’s go.” The boy led the way.


    They wandered into Zelda’s — probably the only trailer park–themed restaurant in the country. At the door, Loretta Lynn’s transsexual cousin met them in a red-and-white gingham dress with a large bow on the back. She showed them to a table before flouncing away to feed her flock.


    The boy eyed Dan. “What’d you want to talk about?”


    “What’s your name?”


    The eyes narrowed. “Grady.”


    “Hi, Grady. Mine’s Dan.”


    They shook. The boy smiled. This might be going somewhere after all.


    “What are you drinking, Grady?”


    The boy cocked his head as though it were an odd question. “Whatever.”


    Dan handed him a ten-dollar bill. “Go get yourself a whatever and keep the change. But make sure you come back and talk to me, right?”


    The boy walked off to the bar. Dan didn’t bother to watch. He knew the kid would be back. He was the only source of available cash at the moment.


    Grady came back with a local beer, bill still in hand. “You said I could keep the change, right?”


    Dan nodded. Smart boy, he thought. “It’s yours.”


    The boy sat next to him and leaned in close enough for Dan to smell his body odour. Pungent, but it had an appeal. He rubbed his knee against Dan’s. “So what do you wanna know?”


    Dan fished out the photograph of Richard Philips. “I’m looking for this kid,” he said.


    The boy took the photograph and scrutinized it. Dan saw something in his face when he looked up. “He in trouble?” Grady said.


    “He’s not in trouble for anything he’s done, but he might be in trouble wherever he’s headed. I’m trying to find him to see if he needs help. I’m not asking you to rat on him.”


    The boy nodded and looked back at the photograph, running his tongue over his lower lip.


    “His name’s Richard,” Dan said. “If that helps.”


    “Uh-huh. Maybe it was. His name’s Lester now.” The boy grinned. “If that helps.”


    Dan handed over another ten. “It helps a lot. Do you know where he is or where he might work?”


    Grady pocketed the bill. “You sure you’re not a cop?” he said, eying Dan squarely.


    “No. I’m not a cop. And the boy’s not in trouble, as I said.”


    “’Kay,” the kid said. “I don’t wanna rat on anybody. So yeah, I know a bit about Lester.”


    “How do you know him?” Dan asked.


    Grady took a long drink and set the bottle down with a satisfied sigh. He looked around the bar as though afraid of being overheard, but his volume increased rather than diminished. It was probably how he advertised, Dan realized.


    “We worked together — not long ago.”


    Dan nodded. “On the street?”


    The boy shook his head impatiently, anxious to disabuse the idea. “We did a flick. A porno. All good-looking young guys,” he said, as though to distinguish it from the ignominy of being in a film with old trolls. He took another long swig from the beer. It was two-thirds empty now.


    This time Dan held out a twenty. “Where?”


    The boy clutched the bill and drew it slowly through Dan’s fingers. “Place out on Danforth.”


    “Name? Address?”


    “I really don’t remember the number,” the boy said. “But it’s across from the Canadian Tire. Moonlight Cinema or some shit like that on the door.”


    “Thank you,” Dan said. “You’ve been very helpful.”


    The boy was watching him carefully. “There’s more,” he said.


    Dan waited. “I’m out of cash,” he said.


    “Why don’t we go to your place? No charge.” He rubbed Dan’s thigh, letting his fingers slide up to his crotch. “You look tough, but I can tell you wouldn’t hurt me. I know guys.”


    “I’ve got a son at home who’s not much younger than you.”


    The kid withdrew his hand. “You’re not straight though,” he said, shaking his head. “I can tell.”


    Dan shook his head. “No, I’m not.”


    “But you think it would be weird to sleep with someone who reminds you of your son?”


    “Something like that,” Dan said. The kid was sharp.


    “Too bad,” the boy said, pushing back his chair. “Even soft I can tell you got a nice dick.”


    “So what else do you know?”


    Grady nodded and looked around, as though taking stock of his prospects for later. The bar was dismal. He turned back to Dan. “They called me for a sequel,” he said. “For a couple weeks from now.”


    “You going to be in it?” Dan asked.


    The boy cocked his head. “Can’t,” he said. “I’ve got a date with this rich guy from Montreal. He’s taking me to Cuba.”


    Lucky you, Dan thought. Turning down a starring role in a film for a private performance. He wrote down the details, wondering if Lester was really the boy he was looking for or if Grady had told him anything remotely like the truth. His gut said yes. They shook hands again and Dan wished him luck.


    Outside, the street was filling with the usual mid-week crowd. Cars slid past. The air was fine. It would be busy soon, another prime evening on the strip. Dan wouldn’t be sorry to miss it.


    On the way home, he swung by the place Grady mentioned. He found the production house above a fruit and vegetable shop in a row of dreary two-storey buildings across from the inverted orange carrot of the Canadian Tire logo. An arc of light beamed above the door, a lone moth drawn to its promised glitter, the fool’s gold of the insect world.


    From outside, Moonlight Cinemas looked like a regular business: a place that videotaped weddings and bar mitzvahs and put its trash out on the street along with the other businesses. There was even a plastic plaque over the door. Then again, Dan thought, why shouldn’t it be? Unless someone nabbed them for using underage models.


    He got out of the car, trying to be casual as he strolled past. All the second-floor lights were off. Or, more likely, the windows were permanently blacked out. Above the mail slot, a smaller handwritten sign with letters in faded marker read, “Now auditioning. Call back during business hours.”

  


  
    Eight



    Do You Have a Dress Code?



    The house was dark and still with the sound that empty houses make. Dan looked for the telltale blink of the answering machine from the end of the hall, but found none. He flicked on a light and set his laptop down with the mail. In the kitchen, Ralph’s tail wagged a hesitant welcome, as though waiting to see what kind of mood Dan had arrived in before going all out. At least there were no messy presents, despite his having been gone most of the day. Usually the dog behaved for a few days after being yelled at. More proof he knew what he was doing.


    “Good boy,” Dan said.


    The tail thumped harder, but Ralph stayed put.


    “We talked about you today,” Dan said. “Martin and I, I mean. I assured him you were a very smart guy. He’s not so sure about me.”


    He draped his coat over the back of a chair. With Ked at his mother’s, he could afford to be lax. These days Kendra had him almost as much as Dan did. Maybe she was afraid he’d grow up thinking she didn’t care about him. It wasn’t true. She loved Ked as much as Dan did but with a detached edge, the way she loved all things. It was as though he’d never really been a part of her body, whereas Dan felt Ked had always been inside him, waiting to emerge.


    So far Ked hadn’t shown any signs of troubled behaviour that children of divorced parents exhibited, perhaps because his parents had never been together, either in memory or before. He was a happy accident rather than the spoils of war. And since his parents got along, Ked seemed to think it fine that he had two homes to go to, two bedrooms to mess. No one fought over Christmas or other holidays. Double birthday celebrations at two different addresses guaranteed double gifts and two cakes. No complaints there.


    Dan cast his eyes around. The house was in reasonable shape. When Bill got around to returning his call, Dan would entice him over with a promised romp. A few softly murmured dirty words were usually all it took. Dan didn’t mind if Ked was home when Bill came by for his infrequent visits, but he preferred he wasn’t. At first he’d fooled himself into thinking he didn’t want Ked to overhear the crescendos of their sweaty sex romps — and Bill certainly liked to vocalize his pleasure — but in fact Dan didn’t want Ked there because Ked looked down on him for dating Bill. He should have found that amusing, but it made him uncomfortable knowing his son thought less of him for his choice of romantic partners. Though admittedly there was really nothing romantic about Bill.


    He went upstairs with his laptop and emptied his inbox with a few quick replies. Done, he tossed some ice in a glass and poured a tumblerful of Scotch, priding himself on having waited that long. When Ked was around he stuck to beer, but tonight he was alone. He sat in the living room and looked out at the street. The birch in the front yard hid the window from view but allowed a bird’s eye view of anyone passing. He flicked on Jazz FM and caught something dark and rhythmically complex. He had no idea who it was. Donny would, of course.


    His second glass had less ice, more Scotch. He returned to the chair. Outside, the street was empty apart from an occasional car stirring up leaves before passing from view. The program switched over to Jeff Healey’s My Kind of Jazz and his archive of treasures from the twenties and thirties. The old, growly blues records — wonderful stuff — bringing to life voices and musicians from nearly a century ago. And then it was time for another drink.


    In the kitchen, the dog stared as Dan cracked the ice tray and filled his glass. He tried to recall if he’d let Ralph out when he came home. He rubbed his eyes and blinked. The room turned blurry for a moment then cleared again.


    He remembered Ked’s injunction on speaking to Ralph. “What do you want?” he said, opening his arms wide the way Ked had done.


    The dog whimpered but didn’t move.


    “What do you want? Show me what you want.” I’m talking to a dog, Dan thought. “Do you understand what I’m saying, Ralphie?” he said in exaggerated tones.


    The dog scampered up, racing to the front door.


    “I guess you do.”


    Ralph whimpered worriedly as Dan fumbled with the leash and struggled with his windbreaker. Outside, it was a cloudy, moonless night. Leaves littered the sidewalks. The dog lunged down the walk. Caught off guard, Dan lurched into the fence. He heard a loud crack as his knee connected with a fencepost.


    “Goddamn it!” he bellowed.


    The dog looked back, straining to keep as far from Dan as he could. “Stop pulling!” Dan yelled.


    He felt around with his fingers. No pain. It had been the fence post rather than his leg he’d heard cracking. They continued to the street, Ralph dragging him along.


    “Stop it!” he commanded. The dog stopped and waited, then sprang forward as soon as Dan moved. Dan yanked on the leash and Ralph yelped. He cowered as Dan came toward him. “No, it’s okay,” Dan said gently. “Just stop pulling.”


    They continued at a slower pace. Ralph seemed to like to lead, so Dan gave him some distance. He trotted proudly, looking back once in a while as though checking in or encouraging Dan to walk faster. You can do this, Dan told himself. You can walk the dog without getting angry.


    They reached Danforth Avenue and turned left. Outside various halal shops, bearded men in white thobe robes sat looking otherworldly, smoking mysterious-smelling herbs and muttering strange syllables, as though they knew secrets they shared only among themselves. In a Greek butcher’s window, trussed lamb and goat carcasses hung down, skinned and venous. Ralph sniffed at the doorstep, a biblical angel checking for smeared lambs’ blood, and lapped at a dark spot on the sidewalk.


    Dan’s head was losing its fuzziness. He thought of the drink he’d poured and forgotten. They turned back at the borders of Riverdale and headed south again. Arriving back at the house, Ralph trotted up the walk and curled up on the rug in the living room.


    The ice had melted in Dan’s glass where it sat perched on the arm of the chair. He had no idea why he’d placed it there. Maybe the idea of balancing it on the arm had appealed to him. In any case, Scotch was for drinking, not for balancing on chair arms.


    He took a slug, waiting for the slow burn in his throat. His father had been an angry, frustrated man most of his life. The irony was he was nicest when he drank, as though alcohol allowed him a bit of headroom on the tight leash on which he kept his emotions. But nothing ever brought his father closer. Dan had filled the mantle with athletic trophies from school, but his father hadn’t cared. He’d done the housework, but his father seldom noticed. Even when his Aunt Marge pointed it out, praising Dan in front of him, his father only grunted in his usual incoherent manner, as though it made no difference to him whether dishes got washed and beds made, whether the garbage was put out on the curb or left to stink up the house.


    Dan took another swallow and felt the warm release, wondering if this was what his father had felt when he drank. And this was always, always when he thought about Bill. The images jutted like a loose floorboard he’d tripped over and couldn’t resist pulling up to see what lay beneath. Only with Bill there was never really much there.


    They’d met at Sailor’s on a Saturday night when the bar was crammed. Dan seldom went out to bars and, if he did, almost never on a Saturday. Crowds made him claustrophobic, but mostly he disliked being jostled and touched. There were also too many slight, pimple-faced youngsters who reminded him not a little of Ked a few years on — boys who tried too hard to be desirable when in truth they were simply awkward, thin and insecure.


    Dan knew boys like that. They wanted Jake Gyllenhaal, but they’d settle for a guy like Dan who could make their hormones twitch with a glance. Especially once the bar lights came up and they found themselves alone again. But those boys required work once you got them home, made them feel safe, fucked them till they grinned, and then hoped they’d leave so you could get some sleep and forget you’d just bedded another twenty-year-old who had pleaded for your number but would never call. The next time they saw him in a club, they turned their heads and pretended not to notice him for fear he’d assume there was anything between them.


    That particular Saturday, he’d been about to leave when a nicely built guy in jeans and a sweat-top caught his eye. The man pushed himself off the railing, tumbler in hand, and lurched in Dan’s direction. Blue eyes and brown hair. Toothy gash for a mouth. Casual and assured. He might have been handsome except for the squat nose that brought out the petulant teenager in him, the one who always yelled “It sucks!” louder than anyone else.


    His new acquaintance was quick to be physical, running a hand over Dan’s chest and sizing up his biceps with a practiced grip. Another guy wanting a weekend rough-up, Dan thought. The more they talked the more Dan expected him to lose interest, but in fact the opposite was true. If the guy thought he’d met trouble, he was pleased to discover it had a mind.


    They exchanged names. Talk came around to work.


    “I cut out hearts for a living,” Bill said.


    “I can beat that,” Dan boasted. “I resurrect the dead.”


    Explanations ensued: Heart Surgeon meet Missing Persons Investigator. They clinked brews right there, leaning against the railing over the john. It never occurred to Dan there was a reason Bill had planted himself there.


    Bill leaned in for a kiss wreathed in alcohol. Dan let it happen, playful at first. A hand reached out, massaging his nascent erection. Bill pulled back. His face said “impressed.”


    On-stage, a drag queen pantomimed giving head to some lucky eighteen-year-old. The boy looked anything but amused, though his expression fell short of frightened. Even the suburban kids were jaded these days.


    “Why don’t we get out of here?” Bill suggested.


    In another minute they were outside and on the way to Bill’s car. When Dan mentioned his address, Bill gave him a toothy grin.


    “Really? You live in Leslieville? We’d better go to my place then.”


    “Why? Are you closer?”


    “No. That’s just a bit low-rent for me. I don’t have a visa to go past Riverdale.”


    Dan stopped. “Since when is it acceptable to insult someone’s neighbourhood?”


    Bill’s mood shifted to surprised innocence. “Sorry — I wasn’t insulting you.”


    “No? What were you doing?”


    Bill grabbed Dan’s arm. “I was trying to be funny. C’mon.”


    Dan stood there, not moving.


    “C’mon,” Bill urged in pacifying tones. “I’m a little drunk. Forget what I said. Here — this is me.” He pointed to an Audi R8. He dangled the keys. “You know you want to.”


    Dan relented. “All right, but I’m driving.” He snatched Bill’s keys and slid behind the wheel.


    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult your neighbourhood,” Bill said, leaning against the headrest.


    “I live in Leslieville by choice,” Dan said. “Chances are I wouldn’t like your neighbourhood either.”


    “I live in an expensive part of town….”


    “Case closed,” Dan snapped. “I generally don’t like rich people.”


    Bill made a face. “Okay, I get your point.”


    They drove in silence for a while. Bill put a hand on Dan’s chest, tweaking his nipple through the soft cotton. “Do you like your neighbourhood? I’ve heard good things about it.”


    Dan turned his head toward him. “Drop it, okay?”


    They slid up Mount Pleasant and along St. Clair to a four-storey townhouse complex that made Dan think of ornate birdcages. He wanted to ask if they had a dress code but realized he’d be the one forcing the issue. The car slid underground and inside the building.


    Bill took Dan on a tour of his house. In the living room, the skyline stretched before them like a giant mural. Bill waited a beat before turning on the lights to give Dan the full effect. A Persian carpet rolled across the floor like a miniature sea, dotted here and there by chic aluminum furniture with translucent frames and rare wood finishings. They were the kind of pieces people bought to impress others as much as themselves. Bill suddenly seemed a lot less drunk than he had in the bar as he related tales of buying sprees and exorbitant prices. He tossed designer names casually about — Paola Lenti, Herman Miller, Breuer Wassily — as though he knew them personally, and gave the impression he did. Dan was clearly supposed to be impressed by the show, so he purposely kept his face impassive.


    Dan followed him to a bedroom where a four-poster bed took centre stage. A water feature trickled in a corner. The walls were hung with pictures arranged to catch the viewer’s eye from every angle. Bill had obviously paid a great deal for his taste.


    Bill had them both undressed in seconds, pushing pillows and linens onto the floor. Dan had been right: Bill liked it rough. He was all slither and slink, posing in positions that suggested submissiveness-to-order copied from the best porn videos.


    “Get you rich boys out of your clothes and you’re all the same underneath,” Dan said.


    For the most part, he went along with Bill’s fantasy, though he refused to bareback when Bill asked.


    “C’mon — I can tell you’re healthy,” Bill pleaded.


    “Uh-uh,” Dan said, his cock see-sawing between Bill’s legs. “This little traveller doesn’t go underground without a protection suit.”


    “That’s no ‘little’ traveller,” Bill said, wriggling into position. “Please! I want to feel you in me.”


    There were condoms on the bedside table. Dan picked one up. “You’ll feel me. I promise.”


    Bill grabbed his hand. “Just put it inside me for a second,” he said. “Just one second!”


    Dan gave what he hoped was a reprehensible stare. “What kind of attitude is that for a doctor? Besides, I’m a responsible dad. I can’t get sick — I’ve got a kid to take care of.”


    “What?” Bill’s mouth was agape. “You mean your sperm has fathered a child?”


    “That’s right.”


    “A real live daddy? Now I really want you inside me!” Bill exclaimed, gripping Dan’s erection.


    Dan slapped the hand aside and unpeeled the condom over his cock. “If you want this to happen, you’d better behave. And I need extra large next time.”


    Bill gasped as Dan wedged himself in with no niceties. “Oh, yeah!” he exclaimed. “You wonderful beast!”


    It was over the top, but at least Bill hadn’t made him feel like a mercy fuck for being the victim of a radiation leak, the way others had. The sex always went fine, but usually that was the end of it. Dan could tell by the looks on their faces. The more satisfied they were during, the sooner they hoped he’d pack up and leave afterwards. Somehow, covering up his prizefighter’s body always brought attention back to that face.


    It’s not that it was ugly, and it’s not that it wasn’t. In school, Dan had been taunted by the other kids. A cruel scrawl on a washroom wall claimed he’d been the victim of a nuclear attack, conjuring images of holocausts and radiation mutation. He had a brooding quality, an intensity that scared people. The eyes were what held you — grey-blue, ghostly. Like they’d seen too much. There were fine features — the broad cheekbones, sharp brow, and long lashes — but the overall effect didn’t add up to a pretty picture. The broken nose and red scallop racing from his right cheek up to his eye told part of the story. It begged wariness on the viewer’s part. So did the rough skin that bore the traces of a memorable battle with acne, the permanent outline of a beard and the jaw that was rugged at one angle but menacing at another. It was the face of a man you might enjoy being roughed up by — a well-aimed slap, a welt or two — and then escape before one or both of you took the fantasy too far. It was a face you might expect to see inset in the tabloid coverage of sex crimes, with an earnest police report warning area residents to lock their doors at night and to be on the lookout for any suspicious activity. It was a face your mother would tell you to stay away from.


    Bill’s mother must have been an exception.


    Dan sat up and reached for his jeans. Bill lay against the pillows, running a hand over his belly. “Where are you going?”


    “Home,” Dan said without looking over. “It’s late. I’ll let you get some rest.”


    “Oh no, you’re not!” Bill rolled over, wrapping his arms around Dan, his fingers toying with the cum-smeared, sweat-matted hair on his chest. “More, please,” he whispered, pulling Dan’s face down for a kiss that was unexpectedly genuine.


    Even more unexpectedly, Dan stayed.


    Dan woke to a still house. He was sprawled in the living room chair next to the fireplace, his feet extended, an empty tumbler on the floor beside him. He dragged his tongue across his teeth and felt the resinous coating. He stumbled to the kitchen for a drink of water. It was five thirty. Ralph lay in the corner on his bed, a paw tucked over his eyes.


    Ked’s shoes were on the front mat. Obviously he’d returned at some point and gone off to bed without waking him. On the way back to the living room Dan saw the red flash.


    “Hey, lover boy! Guess I missed you.” There were party noises in the background. “We’ll figure out the driving thing, don’t worry. I’ll call you at work tomorrow.”


    The time on the message was 4:43. It was Donny who’d suggested that Bill’s almost inhuman ability to go without sleep was pharmaceutically related. Dan had never seen any trace of it other than the drugs Bill preferred to beer at parties, but it would be easy for a doctor to disguise such things.


    The message ended. Dan stood and waited, as if expecting more. Ralph raised his head and whimpered a question. Dan played the tape a second time then pressed erase. He waited while the machine made its satisfied clicking noises as it ate up the recording before continuing up to bed.

  


  
    Nine



    Death by Haunting



    They were surrounded by mist. The monochromatic outline of trees and barns drifted by like ghosts on either side of the road. Rain had dogged them all the way from Toronto, only now giving way to something finer, a damp chill that got right inside their clothing. Passing cars fanned plumy sprays across the windshield, making the wipers do double time.


    “How much farther?” Bill said, staring out at the passing landscape.


    “Not much.”


    They were in Bill’s car. Dan drove, despite a hangover. He’d barely made it through the morning at work. When Bill arrived to pick him up, he tossed his canvas bag into the trunk alongside Bill’s leather ones, climbed into the driver’s seat, and headed for the Don Valley Parkway. An hour out of Toronto, they left the 401 to join the stretch of coastal highway running south through Hillier and Bloomfield and on to Picton. The mist thinned momentarily as a forlorn strip of trees appeared on their right, water in front and behind it like a film backdrop, one-dimensional, floating in the middle of a never-ending lake.


    “This is boring,” Bill declared. “Where are we?”


    “We’re in Prince Edward County on the Loyalist Parkway,” Dan said. “It’s a considerable bit of Canadian history.”


    “Do people actually live out here?”


    Dan glanced over. “Not everyone wants to live in Forest Hill.”


    Bill was looking worn. He had the beginnings of a bald patch, shadows beneath his eyes, and a paunch he self-consciously sucked in. Still, he had an undeniable charm, like a jock dad gone to seed. Despite his impatience and shifting moods, there was a boyish eagerness about him that held Dan. Even Bill’s casual cruelties — like when he ignored Dan’s calls for days — only sank the hook in deeper.


    Other than an ecstasy habit and a fondness for dancing in dimly lit after-hours clubs, there was nothing noticeably gay about Bill. Dan suspected he was making up for a missed adolescence. He seemed overly fond of the kind of clubs where you climbed into darkened rooms via fire escapes or sat on rooftops while thrash music blared and incomprehensible films were projected on the walls of neighbouring buildings. Once, he brought them to a party that got shut down by axe-wielding police as guests escaped down back alleys or onto neighbouring balconies. Another had featured a live sex show. Dan watched as a black substance was poured over the participants, becoming more and more of an adherent as the bodies, both male and female, grappled and copulated in various permutations on a makeshift stage. Still, it was nothing as artful as a good porn flick, Dan thought as he went off to get a beer.


    Bill twiddled with the FM dial as the mist closed over the shoreline again. Sounds faded in and out, white noise, the burps and farts of radio emissions. A ragged voice shot through for a second then disappeared in a snarl of static.


    “Hey — that’s Shaggy!” Bill exclaimed. “I love Shaggy.” His hands twisted frantically. “Gone,” he announced mournfully, as though Shaggy had vanished forever.


    “We’ll find you another one,” Dan said. “You want Shaggy, we’ll get you Shaggy.”


    “I love all kinds of music,” Bill said in a proprietary way.


    Bill was proprietary about many things. His taste in clothes always seemed an advertisement for the latest trends, coming straight out of one catalogue or another — J.Crew, Harley-Davidson, Hugo Boss. He always had the newest CDs and DVDs. Style filled his cupboards — he could well afford it. It was Donny who’d pointed out Bill’s pretensions as they left his rooftop patio one evening after a catered meal and some pricey wine shared by a gathering of Bill’s overly loud, fawning friends.


    “Ghetto fags,” Donny sniffed. “I’ve never seen them north of Bloor before.”


    He was working out an irritation. There’d be no stopping him till he was done.


    “Nice place, though,” Dan said.


    “That man thinks he invented ‘cool,’” Donny said. “Did you catch the reference to ‘Coal Train’?”


    Dan shook his head.


    Donny rocked with barely suppressed laughter. “When Roger asked what music was playing, Bill said it was ‘Coal Train’ by the Africa Brass.” Donny looked at him. “Ring any bells?”


    “Not really.” Dan shook his head. “Wait! Not John Coltrane? Surely not!”


    Donny rolled his eyes and laughed. “Yes! It was Coltrane’s Africa Brass Sessions. He hadn’t a clue what it was. The pretentious twat!”


    “Hey! That’s not fair — Bill’s a brilliant surgeon. He can’t know everything.”


    Donny made a face. “Oh, right! Excuse me whilst I slag your current amour, since you don’t have the good sense to do it yourself.”


    At the time, Dan hadn’t expected Bill to last beyond the summer, but here they were a year later driving Bill’s car along the Loyalist Parkway. Picton swept past, a colonial town in miniature. Ten minutes later the highway came to an end, turning abruptly down to the Bay of Quinte. Apart from the brewery and a former gristmill that housed the current Ministry of Natural Resources, there was little to see.


    “What’s this place?” Bill grumbled.


    “This is the Glenora ferry crossing. John A. Macdonald used to live here.”


    “Who?”


    “Our first prime minister? Sir John A. Macdonald?”


    “Oh, him.” Bill grunted.


    “You know, sometimes you worry me,” Dan said.


    “I’m distracted,” Bill snarled. “I didn’t sleep much.”


    Dan reached over and squeezed his knee. “I was kidding. Don’t worry.”


    “I work hard, you know,” Bill said petulantly. “Thom better have champagne waiting for us when we get there.”


    They joined the line of vehicles waiting to be transported across the tenuous link connecting the two counties. Bill craned his head to make out the far shore. It was draped in fog. “This place is eerie.”


    “But beautiful,” Dan said. “I like the feeling of isolation….”


    “I don’t. It creeps me out. I don’t like to be this far from the city.”


    Dan cocked an eyebrow at him. “Aren’t you the one who always wants to go camping?”


    Bill snorted. “Sure — as long as I get to sleep in a five-star hotel.”


    The line-up advanced, braking and inching forward again in little shimmy movements. The gate swung closed on a full load and the boat surged into the bay. Fifteen minutes later they rolled onto the opposite shore. The fog was denser, hanging in soft folds in the trees. Dan drove slowly, alert for road signs and wary of oncoming cars shooting out of the grey gauze in an anxious rush to catch the return ferry. He skidded past the arrow pointing down a country road, then reversed and headed for the north shore.


    The house was visible from a distance where it sat framed by pines. Once the mist cleared, it promised a breathtaking view of the bay. A whimsical third-floor tower with curved glass windows and a wrap-around porch softened the otherwise sober exterior. Red creeper curled over grey stone. Flowerbeds surrounded the drive in fizzy, mist-muted bands of yellow and a late-season patch of bright azure blue. Dan turned up the cobblestone half-circle. The house seemed to be watching them. Its windows winked in and out of the fog.


    “Leave the car here,” Bill commanded, craning his head to look at the upper stories.


    “I can’t leave it in the middle of the driveway.”


    “Don’t worry about it. Park it over there, then.” He waved to the side.


    Dan hefted their bags from the trunk and turned to find Bill staring at him. “What? Am I dressed wrong for this set?” he joked, glancing down at his plaid jacket, navy T and khaki pants.


    “Thom’s going to love you,” Bill said apprehensively.


    “What? How do you mean?”


    Bill gave him a pained look. “I know Thom’s type. And you’re essentially it. I just hope he doesn’t try to steal you from me.”


    Dan made a face. “I thought he was getting married this weekend.”


    “That wouldn’t stop Thom.”


    “Well, I’ll stop him if he tries. I’m here with you.”


    “You don’t know Thom,” Bill said. “Besides, the rich make their own rules.”


    “You’re rich, aren’t you?”


    “Not that rich.”


    A knocker resounded deep inside, as though the house went on for miles. After a few seconds, Bill grabbed the handle. The door opened onto a panelled foyer bright with flowers. A note awaited them on the hall table.


    
      Welcome Billy and Daniel!


      Your love nest is the first room on the left up the stairs. Make yourselves at home. (Food, drink, pool boys, etc.)


      Seb and I will be back around 2.


      XO Thom.

    


    It was well past two now. Dan followed Bill up the stairs. Their room had an en suite bath and a fireplace. He set their bags down and looked around. A bay window overlooked a green swath that disappeared in mist before it reached the water. Dan walked over to the mantle and picked up a framed photo of a young man in a rowing scull. Big smile, bigger arms. The blond, blue-eyed looks of a matinee idol. Pretty enough for daytime soaps, though possibly not serious enough for prime time.


    “That’s Thom,” Bill said, almost reluctantly.


    “He’s rich and good looking?” Dan exclaimed. “How unfair!”


    “He was an Olympic rower the year the team won a silver medal. Thom’s got it all,” Bill said with what sounded like disdain. “In fact, he’s even better looking in person.”


    Dan thought it over. It wasn’t disdain; it was resentment. He heard it clearly now.


    Bill pulled a rose from a bud vase, sniffed it, then laid it aside on the runner. “Come on,” he said, turning. “I want a shower.”


    In the bathroom, Bill yanked at Dan’s T-shirt, then left off to unzip his fly. Fingers snaked inside his pants. “You have the most perfect cock.”


    Dan slipped off his trousers and stepped into the shower. Bill knelt and looked up at him through the stream. “Who am I?” he demanded.


    “You’re a dirty little hitchhiker I picked up on the Trans-Canada,” Dan said. This was Bill’s game, though for the most part Dan went along with it. “Who am I?”


    “You’re a big sweaty trucker and you’re taking me to a place off the highway to make me suck your big dick.”


    Dan ran a hand through Bill’s hair.


    “Oh yeah!” Bill exclaimed. “Hit me … slap me around.”


    Dan tapped Bill gently on the cheek.


    “Harder!”


    Dan gave his hair a tug. “I told you — I don’t mind make-believe, but I won’t hit you for real.”


    Bill leered up through the pouring water. “What if I deserve it?”


    “Then you’ll have to find someone else to give you what you deserve.”


    “What if I told you I already have?”


    Dan felt himself stiffen.


    “You like the thought of someone else fucking me, don’t you? It turns you on.”


    “Shut up,” Dan said.


    “Yeah! Call me names. Tell me what to do!”


    Dan thrust until he heard Bill gag. He felt slightly used, the unwilling participant in a porn video aware the camera is on him but closing his eyes and thinking of the money he needs to buy medication for his infant son.


    Bill milked him until he stopped throbbing. “Sweet! You are so fucking hot!”


    “And you are a very bad doctor,” Dan said. He towelled off and returned to the bedroom to dress.


    Bill followed him. “Got you going there, didn’t I? It gets you hot to think about me getting off with other guys, doesn’t it?”


    “Does it?” Dan said, adjusting his shirt.


    Bill stood beside him. He turned and regarded his reflection with a frown. “I’m getting fat.”


    Dan wrapped his arms around Bill from behind. “More to love?”


    Bill reached behind, impatiently tugging at Dan’s zipper again. “More,” he commanded.


    “Later,” Dan said, doing up his fly. “We have to be downstairs to meet your friends” — he checked his watch — “forty minutes ago.”


    Bill made a disapproving face. “Friend,” he corrected. “I’ve never even met this other guy.” He stood. “All right, then. Mr. and Mrs. Thom Killingworth await.”


    A picture window gave way onto an unbroken view of the harbour. Idyllic, grand. For a moment, the sun broke through the clouds like a promise of better things to come. The light reflecting on the waves lent the room a solemn stillness, mysterious and exotic, like something hidden in plain view, all the more startling when you finally notice it.


    Bill looked around the empty room and shrugged. “Told you,” he said. “There was plenty of time. We could have done it again.”


    Oil paintings hugged the walls. Even someone unversed in art would know it for a serious collection. The intricate filigrees and whorls of the frames spoke of cultured tastes and leisurely times when the art of woodcarving was a commonplace but necessary attribute. Still lifes predominated — apples and pears in bowls, flowers in vases, slabs of butter, and loaves of bread on tables. There were also landscapes — glowering forests, rugged mountains, stormy lakes, and open-throated skies — in cartoon-dreamy colours. There were no portraits. Impressionism favoured the inanimate.


    “Thom’s a collector,” Bill said, looking them over as though considering a purchase. “What do you think this room is worth?”


    Dan glanced over the walls. “I have no idea. I don’t know much about art, except that it’s usually bought by rich collectors for a lot of money after the artists are dead.”


    He recalled the impressive jade tiger dominating Bill’s living room. On their second date, Bill had tossed a silk shirt over it as though it were a hitching post. The garment sizzled and slipped to the floor. Bill had left it lying there as he went for Dan’s belt.


    “Do you know anything about Canadian Impressionism?” Bill asked.


    “Not really.”


    “That’s what this is. It’s pretty pricey stuff. I’d say this room is worth at least three or four million.”


    “I didn’t know there was anything other than Group of Seven.” Dan looked over the nameplates at the bottom of the frames — Mary Wrinch, Clarence Gagnon, and a few others. He’d never heard of any of them, apart from an A.Y. Jackson over the fireplace.


    “Well, there is,” Bill declared. “This is it. Most people don’t know about this stuff. Thom collects it. Paintings and sports — that’s Thom.” A photograph frame sat on the mantle. “Here, just look at this.”


    It was a triptych of Thom manning a sailboat on the left then in his scull on the right. In the middle, a much younger Thom sat on a black horse, an alert-looking hound by his side. The mantle thronged with trophies and awards.


    Footsteps approached. Dan turned to see a slightly older version of the rower in the flesh. Keenly cut hair hugged the sides of his head, giving him a distinguished look, like an ad for business executives flying first class on British Airways. His deep tan and billowy shirt exuded a casual sportiness.


    “Billy!”


    Bill’s face lit up. “Thomas, old man! How are you?”


    Dan listened with amusement to the good old boy affectations. He knew the private school system and its presumption that money and social worth went hand-in-hand. He’d have plenty to fill Donny in on later.


    “Let me introduce you — Thom Killingworth, this is Dan Sharp.”


    Thom turned to Dan with an appraising stare. “Wow. You’re pure sex,” he said as they shook.


    “I don’t know about the ‘pure’ part, I’m afraid,” Dan said.


    “Don’t believe him! He’s all that and more,” Bill said, in much the same way as he’d declared the value of the paintings.


    Thom flashed his matinee idol smile. “I’m intrigued. Does Bill lend you out? Oops! Forget I said that — it’s my wedding day, after all!”


    “I’ll forget it,” Dan said.


    Thom shot Bill a look. “You didn’t mention he was cocky. I might just have to steal this one away from you, Billy.”


    “Go ahead and try,” said Bill, glancing at Dan. “If you think you can. This one has staying power.”


    They were interrupted by the arrival of a young man with an impressive physique and a chiselled face that looked far more serious than might have been intended. He was twenty-one or twenty-two at most, dressed in tight-fitting jeans and a sleeveless T-shirt over a gym-sculpted body. Mother Nature at her most appealing. The shirt emphasized the boy’s chest and squared triceps. The jeans packaged bulging thighs and a spring-form butt. On a catwalk he would have been a one-name supermodel — Tyrone or Ché or Lars. In an escort service, he’d be top-dollar flesh rented by the minute. Here, in the living room of the Killingworth estate, he radiated a mercurial sexual appeal few could equal.


    “My husband,” Thom said, with an ironic inflection.


    “Isn’t that husband-to-be?” Bill said.


    “We’ve had the pre-nups already,” Thom said. “The test drive was awesome!”


    The boy stood uncertainly in the middle of the room. His permanent scowl wasn’t eased by a row of pearly whites bared into a grimace like a child’s approximation of happiness.


    “Does he have a name?” Bill said.


    “This is Sebastiano Ballancourt,” Thom replied.


    Dan offered his hand. “Dan Sharp.”


    “I am very pleased to meet you,” the boy said with an articulation straight from a translation phrasebook.


    “Sebastiano’s from Brazil,” Thom said, as though anxious to explain away the single flaw in an otherwise priceless commodity.


    “How did you meet?” Bill asked, savouring the boy like an after dinner mint.


    “We meet … I mean, we met,” Sebastiano corrected himself, “on the site for gays on the computer.”


    “We met on sex4men.com.” Thom looked at Dan. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”


    “Actually, I’ve never been on a chat site,” Dan said, annoyed by Thom’s presumption yet feeling strangely prim, like somebody’s maiden aunt discovering a skin magazine stashed under a mattress.


    “Really? How queer.” Thom’s tone was ironic again, though whether out of disbelief or disdain wasn’t clear. “Seb’s a mail-order husband. We had a brief chat the first night and I flew him up from Sao Paolo the next day.”


    Sebastiano bared his crooked smile. “Thom likes everything so fast,” he said, as though recounting a particularly funny moment from his day.


    “And it was lust at first sight!” Thom laid an arm over the boy’s shoulders, giving him a peck on the cheek. “Love came a bit later. I proposed the following month.” Sebastiano beamed. “Of course, I made sure we both got tested. So now we know.”


    “Know what?” Dan said.


    Thom looked surprised by the question. “That we’re both HIV-negative, of course.”


    “Oh.” Dan looked at Sebastiano. “Congratulations.”


    “Thank you,” the boy said solemnly, as though he’d just accomplished a particularly harrowing feat.


    “Of course it was no surprise,” Thom said, grinning at Sebastiano. “No one’s ever tupped this Brazilian bull.”


    Sebastiano laughed long and hard, shaking his head at the remark.


    “And now we’re about to embark on a lifetime of commitment till death us do part.” Thom turned to Dan and winked. “Starting tomorrow. Tonight, anything goes.”


    “Yes,” Sebastiano echoed happily. “It’s true.”


    Bill leaned against the fireplace. “Now that Thom’s getting married, he’s going to inherit a fortune.”


    “Oh, shut up, Billy,” Thom said irritably.


    “Well, it’s true!” Bill turned to Dan. “Thom’s grandfather left an inheritance to whichever of his grandchildren married first. That was to make sure the queers got cut out of the will.”


    “The silly old fuck,” Thom said, nibbling Sebastiano’s ear. “Fortunately, the laws have changed to help me accommodate grandfather’s wishes my way. And what’s more, I’ve found the love of my life. He’s beautiful, sexy, and disease-free. And best of all, he’s all mine!”


    Sebastiano leaned his head on Thom’s shoulders with such an overt expression of affection, Dan knew immediately it was false. The boy was marrying for money, of course. And Thom was clearly marrying for sex.


    Sebastiano smiled at Dan. “Tonight you will meet Daniella!” he said enthusiastically, like a child holding out hope for a long-promised event. For a moment, Dan thought he might even clap his hands in glee.


    “Sebastiano’s sister,” Thom explained.


    “I love her so much — more than anything on earth!” Sebastiano stopped and looked cautiously at Thom. “Except for Thom, of course. Because now I love him even more.” He gave Thom a hug. “My beautiful husband!” he exclaimed.


    Thom looked out the picture window. “It’s clearing up,” he said. “We should go for a drive.” He turned to Dan. “Have you ever been to Lake on the Mountain?”


    Dan shook his head. “Actually, no — though a friend of mine was telling me about it.”


    Thom nodded. “We’ll go. You have to see it.”


    They disembarked from the ferry, headed past the families waiting with faces expectant or bored, and veered left onto County Road 7. Lake on the Mountain was a minute’s climb up the hill. Near the top, they passed half a dozen weatherworn houses, an old church, and an inn set back from the road. Dan angled the car into a lot and sat facing a wooden rail overlooking the bay. Far below, the MV Quinte Loyalist and MV Glenora headed toward one another in the afternoon sun. The far hills were a blanket of colour. There was no trace of mist now. It had turned out to be a handsome day, unusually warm for September.


    “Quite the view,” Dan said as they gathered at the rail. “And so peaceful up here.”


    “That’s what the United Empire Loyalists thought when they fled the American Revolution,” Thom said. “They trekked through four hundred miles of wilderness to call this place home.” He looked over his shoulder where a small lake glittered in the distance. “But it’s the other side of this place that makes it famous — or infamous.”


    Under a bank of trees, the shallow water rippled in the breeze. On the far side, a red canoe eased silently along, paddlers and canoe replicated perfectly on the lake’s placid surface. The wind gusted suddenly and the water danced a blue-grey jitterbug.


    Dan looked back at the Bay of Quinte where miniaturized sailboats flashed like butterflies in the sun. Something tugged at him. He couldn’t name it at first. It was an unsettled feeling, the barest of hints at the back of his brain like a nagging intuition. In this place where breezes played on the water and wind stirred in the branches overhead, something was wrong. It was a sigh heard in an empty room or ghostly fingers straying across your cheek while you dreamed.


    Thom was watching him. “Do you feel it?”


    “Something’s odd here,” Dan said, almost apologetically. His brows knit. “I’m not given to ghosts and the like, but there’s something strange about this place.” He looked to Bill. “Do you know what I mean?”


    “I know exactly what you mean!” Bill exclaimed. “There’s no bar!”


    Their laughter died over the surface of the lake. Dan tried to recall what Donny had said about the place. “It’s the water, isn’t it? It shouldn’t be this high.” His gaze returned to the bay. “It should level off with the water below.” He turned again and looked across the lake. “And behind those trees is Lake Ontario, also quite a bit farther below….”


    “… and yet here we are, hundreds of metres above the bay and the lake, and the water level up here never drops,” Thom continued. “That’s it. That’s the mystery of this place.”


    Dan drew a breath. “It’s freakish. It’s as if it’s breaking a law of nature.”


    Bill shook his head. “I don’t feel anything. Besides, they say that about us.”


    “They say that about doctors?” Thom joked.


    Sebastiano, who had been quiet till then, spoke up. “What do they say about doctors? Are you a doctor?”


    Bill turned. “So they tell me.”


    “Never mind, Seb,” Thom said. “It was just a joke.”


    Thom stepped onto a flat rock offshore and turned to them. “Forbidden love,” he declaimed. “Legend has it a Mohawk brave and his Ojibwa lover committed suicide here when their tribes tried to prevent them from running away together.” He pointed to the right of the parking lot. “There used to be a waterfall here that was once compared with Niagara. The settlers used it to power the gristmills.”


    Thom looked over his shoulder. The canoe had reached the end of the lake and was headed back, sliding silently along like an image in a dream. “No motor boats. They don’t allow them.” He stepped nimbly back onto shore and took Dan’s arm, pulling him aside. “I just want to say how happy I am for you and Billy. He’s my closest friend and I love him to death. And anyone who loves Bill is a friend of mine.”


    Dan nodded his thanks, but Thom had already moved ahead, as though uttering heartfelt sentiments was a casual thing for him. They caught up with Bill and Sebastiano on a walkway overshooting the water. A few yards out, a black stain spread under the water’s surface. Another mystery, Dan thought, until he realized it was where the lake plummeted.


    “If you were in a canoe,” Thom said, “you’d see it’s a sheer drop. It just plunges and gives you a little chill. The early settlers claimed the lake was bottomless.”


    “Any idea how deep it is?” Dan asked.


    “Actually, I know exactly how deep it is,” Thom said. “Thirty-seven metres. As a comparison, the Bay of Quinte where we ferried across is only seventeen metres at its deepest point.”


    “Where does the water come from?”


    “It’s speculative,” Thom said, “but they think it might come from Lake Superior.”


    “But that’s hundreds of kilometres away.”


    Thom nodded. “Scientists did some experiments releasing radioactive isotopes in the water, and that’s what they’ve determined.”


    “It really is a mystery then.”


    Sebastiano was glancing around. A panicked look had taken hold of him. “I don’t like this place. Bad spirits live here.” He shivered. “I feel it is haunted.”


    Thom placed an arm across his shoulders. “Don’t worry, Seb. I won’t let them get you.”


    Bill eyed them. “I think it’s boring,” he said. “Let’s go to town and find a drink.”


    Dan rested a bronzed arm on the windowsill, hair bristling in the breeze, as the car wound away from Glenora toward Picton. All four looked ahead expectantly, following the route the Loyalists once used. There would barely have been a track back then as they hacked their way through trees and dense growth, alert for Native attacks. Anticipating their new homeland, far from the tyranny of mob rule in the newly emancipated republic to the south, four hundred men and women loyal to King George III were setting the stage for the then-unnamed country’s own tenuous path to independence.


    Bill and Thom carried on a desultory conversation in the back. Sebastiano sat silently up front with Dan. He’d been spooked by the lake. Thom was used to its mystery and Bill hadn’t felt a thing, but Dan thought it odd how strongly the boy had reacted.


    Up ahead, a steeple beckoned. A mast-filled harbour flashed by with a collection of tilting crosses, and suddenly they were there. They roared over a bridge just as the town opened up. One block further along a pub hailed them from the first floor of a grand hotel that had survived the times. It stood there, a displaced duchess keeping up her artifices and routines in a world that no longer sustained a belief in royalty. The black and gold frame above the door dated the premises to 1881, a bit past John A.’s tenancy, but significant nonetheless in a land where anything old was seldom encouraged to hang around.


    The Black Swan, known to regulars as the Murky Turkey, was an old-world fade-into-the-woodworks establishment replete with stained glass, stained menus, and a permanent ethos of beer and cigarettes that repulsed the lively but enticed the world-weary in for more.


    Where the Scots pioneer went, drink was sure to follow. A mutinous-looking collection of malts and mashes lined the darkly mirrored bar, sixteen taps at hand for the discerning drinker. For better or worse, tradition demanded fish and chips on every menu, with a selection of fine eats. This one eschewed such old-world delicacies as haggis and blood pudding, but made up for it with offerings of fatty fried foods and dishes featuring animal entrails. Steak-and-kidney pie topped the list. For an added touch, sausages and mash were on offer, wisely located near the bottom of the menu owing to the fact that most Canadians would never have heard of it.


    Heads notched toward them as they entered — a cast of regulars whose sluggish responses and leaden pallor suggested they hadn’t moved or seen daylight in recent memory. The newcomers slid into chairs, their youthful voices and quick movements at odds with the room, bending their elbows against a table scarred with cigarette burns and the sweat rings from countless rounds of cheer. The look said vintage, though the exact period would have proved hard to determine.


    Sebastiano had cheered up considerably since leaving Lake on the Mountain. He barely stopped talking as they doffed coats and settled in. “This is a good place,” he said, looking around. “I like it here.”


    “It almost looks as though it might date from Loyalist times,” Dan said.


    “So does the waitress,” Bill said, as a stooped spectre approached wearing a hesitant smile. He looked at her nametag. “Hello, Erma,” he said.


    Her smile blossomed into an unkempt garden of teeth. “Hear the specials, love?” she asked hopefully.


    Thom shook his head. “Just drinks.”


    Erma’s smile faded. She took their order and soon returned balancing a tray that threatened to topple her. “Just passing through?” she asked, marking them with their glasses.


    “We’re here for a wedding,” Bill chimed in.


    “Oh? That’s nice. Whose?”


    “His,” Bill said, pointing at Thom. “And his.” The finger went round to Sebastiano.


    Erma nodded solemnly, as though unsure whether to take this news in jest. “That’s nice,” she said again. “Are youse from around here?”


    “He’s a Killingworth,” Bill said, nodding at Thom before taking a slug of his drink.


    Erma fixed her stare on Thom, as if imagining him in another setting. “From the other side of the harbour then.” She nodded to the far wall, as though looking directly through the brick and wooden beams.


    “Yes,” Thom said quietly.


    “I know the family,” Erma said, voice cautious. “Which one are you, love?” More than a tad interested now.


    “Thom.”


    “Thom. Thomas.” She mulled this over. “And was it your father who disappeared?”


    Thom’s eyes betrayed annoyance. “Yes,” he said curtly.


    “That was a long time ago, wasn’t it? Did he ever turn up?”


    “No. No, he didn’t.”


    Dan tried to recall if Bill had mentioned Thom’s missing father. It seemed odd given Dan’s occupation, though maybe people with bad hearts sat through entire meals with Bill without broaching the subject. It wasn’t the strange things that necessarily got talked about in people’s pasts. In fact, they were usually spoken of only on long nights over tall glasses of whiskey, with cigarette ash burning down to the knuckles, before anyone thought to mention them.


    “I’m sorry for your loss,” Erma said, as though he’d been recently bereaved. She picked up the tray and shifted her weight. Her eyes grew shrewd again. “You had a brother too, I think.”


    “Still have,” Thom said, not looking at her. “He’s around.”


    “Oh?” She looked vaguely disappointed, as though a missing father required a missing son as a complement. “Well, have a lovely wedding,” she said. “It’s supposed to be a nice weekend.”


    “Thank you,” Thom said, still not smiling.


    Erma left, tray at her side.


    Bill held up his lager and looked across at Thom and Sebastiano. “Here’s to a lovely wedding,” he said, tipping his glass.


    For a moment, Dan thought Bill’s smile betrayed some sort of amusement at Thom’s discomfiture.


    The young woman in the drawing room looked up from her book as they entered. She reminded Dan of Sebastiano, only a feminized version of the ardent Brazilian. They had the same strong features. Her hair was cut short, like his. Her face centred on a sleek nose and pouting rosebud mouth. Her eyes, however, were black where Sebastiano’s were blue. With a bit of work and the right clothes, she might be truly beautiful.


    Sebastiano called out in Portuguese and she responded with a laugh. She put the book down and stood, her graceful hands smoothing out a black knit dress. She was tall and willowy, with a gymnast’s breasts. She came toward them and offered her hand. “Hello,” she said. “I am Daniella — Sebastiano’s sister.”


    Dan took the hand and held it. “I’m Dan. It’s very nice to meet you, Daniella. Your brother’s a charming fellow.”


    She smiled graciously, shook hands with Bill in turn, and then threw her arms around Sebastiano, pulling him close and breathing in his scent.


    “My baby sister, you come back to me!” Sebastiano exclaimed over her shoulder to the others.


    “I always come back to you.” Daniella released him and opened her arms to Thom. “And beautiful, sexy Thomas,” she said with a giggle.


    “What were you reading just now, Daniella?” Thom said.


    She shrugged. “It’s nothing — just a Brazilian novel. A stupid thing.” Her boyish, animated features reminded Dan of Kendra.


    “Who’s for a drink?” Thom exclaimed, despite the fact they’d just returned from the Black Swan. Bill and Sebastiano accepted. Dan and Daniella declined. “Not a drinker, Danny?” Thom’s eyebrows rose mockingly. “Bill said you could knock back your share of rye with no problem.”


    Bill smirked. “He’s a drinker, all right. He just prefers it after dark. Along with other things.”


    Dan ignored him. “I try not to drink during the day — even on vacation.”


    “Sensible,” Thom said. “Pop? Juice? Anything?”


    “I’m fine, thanks.”


    “Daniella?”


    Her hair bobbed a response. “No, Thomas. Obrigado.”


    Thom went to a sideboard and splashed drinks into glasses. He handed them around then sat with a satisfied sigh, arms raised on the back of the sofa. “So-o-o,” he said, smiling. “Here we are.” He looked over at Sebastiano. “My darling husband-to-be.” He turned to Bill and Daniella. “And our two lovely best men!”


    Daniella smiled and curled into the chair like a cat. “I am your ‘best man,’ Sebastiano,” she cooed at her brother.


    “You are my best everything,” he replied and then shot a look at Thom. “And you too, my beautiful Thomas.”


    Thom turned to Dan. “Did Bill tell you we’ve got two best men?”


    “No, he didn’t.”


    “Well, we do — Bill and Daniella. I figured there was no need for a bridesmaid, since neither of us is a blushing bride.” He nodded at Sebastiano. “Him least of all, but I don’t think I’d feel right wearing a dress.” He turned to Daniella. “And Daniella’s offered to dress up in a tuxedo for us, haven’t you, sweetie?”


    “Of course,” she said. “For my beautiful best men!”


    Dan stood and went to the window, pushing aside his irritation at how everything seemed to be a great joke. The day was still bright, but the shadows had crept over the hills on the far shore. He turned to the room. “I think I’ll take a walk,” he said.


    No one spoke. The others were so absorbed in their little charades, they seemed to have forgotten about him.

  


  
    Ten



    Knox and Calvin



    The Killingworth grounds were extensive, reaching from the road down to the water, and stretching for more than an acre in either direction. Along with the main house, they included a six-car garage, a boathouse and launch, as well as a small barn and stables beside a disused garden showing the remnants of winter-hardy herbs and self-seeding perennials. Dan noticed more of the azure blue flower he’d seen outside the window of the main house. He thought he recognized it as something he’d once been warned against picking, but couldn’t put a name to it. The outer gardens clearly hadn’t felt a gardener’s touch in a long time. The boathouse held a sixteen-foot racing cat and two canoes strapped against the upper beams alongside a collection of lifejackets flung haphazardly overhead. Like the garden, the stables too were abandoned. There were stalls for six horses, and the barn held the remnants of hay bales. A rusted can of rat poison perched on an unpainted window ledge, its ancient emblem warning against improper usage barely visible. The drafty interior had become home for field mice and jittery swallows zooming about in the shadows and through the shafts of light penetrating the beams.


    Dan crossed a deep carpet of pine needles and set off along the shore. Algae-covered rocks and logs extended under the waves, spectral ladders reaching down into another world. He stayed away long enough to dispel the irritation and gloominess that had dogged him since arriving. It was Bill’s weekend, after all; he wouldn’t spoil it.


    By the time he returned, the company had broken up in the living room. Charged by the hour, the room reflected an expectant stillness as light settled over the carpets and caught on the backs of the sofa and chairs.


    Dan went upstairs to look for Bill; the room was empty. Further along the hallway hung a realist portrait, an anomaly in the house. The artist’s name meant nothing to Dan. A tag labelled its subject as N.M. The man’s eyes carried a foreboding look while his placid features masked a dark spirit. Dan felt he wouldn’t have wanted to be alone with him, whoever he was.


    He turned and almost collided with someone coming along the hall.


    “Sorry,” Dan said, surprised by the man’s sudden appearance.


    For a moment he thought it was Thom. He had the same northern good looks — wavy hair, tidy sideburns, smooth skin — but with rounder features and none of the razzle-dazzle.


    “Hello there,” said the stranger in a voice that suggested competence, sincerity. “Another guest shanghaied in service of the wedding party?”


    Dan laughed. “Just a casual hanger-on, I’m afraid,” he said. He held out a hand. “Dan Sharp. I’m with Bill McFarland.”


    “Ah! Thom’s old school chum.” A brilliant smile geared down to something gentler. They shook. “Trevor James. Thom’s disreputable cousin from the west coast. I’ve just arrived.”


    “You don’t look so disreputable to me,” Dan said. “Though I know appearances can deceive.”


    “In this family, disreputable means ‘not rich enough.’ They introduce me with caution.”


    “Then I guess I’m disreputable too,” Dan said, feeling the gratification of an instant liking.


    “We should form a club. I was just about to head downstairs to find cousin Thom. What about you?”


    “Same,” Dan said. “I’ve been out wandering. I should let them know I’m back.”


    “Let’s search together.”


    Downstairs was empty. From outside came a shriek. Trevor glanced outside. “Looks like everyone’s down at the boathouse.”


    They found a back door and crossed an expanse of lawn, past birdbaths and torches set along a flagstone path. In another month it would be unthinkable to have a party out here, but the evening was surprisingly warm and humid, as though it were still the middle of August.


    Others had arrived. Bill was talking animatedly to a couple down by the boathouse, gesturing grandly over the water as though describing a plot of land he intended to build on for future generations, or perhaps asking them to guess how much the bay was worth.


    Thom turned as they approached. “Daniel, there you are. Bill’s been quite worried.” He made a face at Trevor. “And so should I, now that I see your company. What has my dreaded cousin been telling you about me?”


    “Nothing, actually,” Trevor said. “I’ve been talking about myself for once.”


    “How gauche! Didn’t you tell Daniel I was the first person you had sex with?”


    Trevor smiled indulgently. “No, I thought I’d leave that little mishap unspoken for once.”


    Thom turned and pointed to the stables. “It was right over there. I sucked Trev’s cock when he was only nine years old and I was — what…?”


    “Ninety?” Trevor said.


    Thom made a slightly drunken bow. “Thank you kindly.”


    Trevor turned to Dan. “Apparently the blame fell on me when I was seduced by Thom. Another reason I’m considered disreputable.”


    “You’re nothing of the sort,” Thom insisted. “But only because you don’t try hard enough.”


    “The first person I had sex with was my cousin, too,” Dan said.


    “Really? How big was he?” Thom demanded. “Tell us all about it. What was his name?”


    “Leyla,” Dan said, and Trevor laughed out loud.


    Thom pretended disgust. “A woman? I’m disappointed. I thought you were a purebred!”


    “No,” Dan said. “I already told you — there’s nothing pure about me.”


    “So I’m learning.”


    “Go on,” Trevor said. “Tell us about Leyla.”


    “I’d heard a rumour that Leyla had the best tits in junior high school, so one night when I slept over I pretended to be asleep while my hands did a bit of exploring....”


    Thom feigned a gasp. “And was she asleep too?”


    “Apparently not. She let me feel her up for a while, then she grabbed my winkie dink and gave it a squeeze.”


    “Smart girl....”


    “I let out a scream. Her mother came running in and separated us. She thought we were fighting. That was the end of it.”


    Trevor was laughing.


    “Not exactly a tussle over your lost virginity,” Thom concluded. “One day I’d like to hear that story. And maybe even watch a re-enactment.”


    A voice hailed Thom. They turned and saw someone heading toward them from the house. The newcomer was small and slightly stooped, as though aged, but dressed in striped cords, paisley shirt, and rock star shades.


    “Speaking of lost virgins ...” Thom murmured.


    “I heard that,” the man said.


    “Good — I intended you to,” Thom said.


    “Cousin!” the newcomer said to Trevor. “You look splendid!”


    “It’s been a long time,” Trevor said. “How are you?”


    “Fine. Very fine. It’s good to see you again.”


    “My brother,” Thom said apologetically, leaning in to Dan.


    “Richard the Lost,” said the man, shaking hands with Dan.


    “Is that who you are now?” Thom asked.


    “Yes, it is. I’ve changed my name again.”


    “Don’t believe him,” Thom said to Dan. “This is my brother Teddy,” he insisted. “Teddy is a filmmaker.”


    “Ted, please….” Ted’s shades glittered in the fading light, reflecting the oncoming sunset as though a movie were playing inside his head.


    “And Dan’s a missing persons investigator with a lurid past. He was just telling us about it.”


    Ted gave him an appraising look. “How intriguing! Maybe you could sell me your story. How lurid is it?”


    Dan shook his head. “Not very, I’m afraid.”


    A woman with high cheekbones and ringletted hair stood on the periphery of the group, sipping from a martini glass. She smiled shyly. It was, Dan thought, the smile of someone uncertain who she was.


    “Ah! And here’s Jezebel observing everyone,” Ted said. “My leading lady.”


    Jezebel laughed a high-pitched laugh for no reason anyone could discern. They turned to watch and her expression transformed: shyness to modesty betrayed. Now she was Julia Roberts spotted buying tampons and toothpaste in a common pharmacy. She tipped her glass at them and her expression changed again, as though she were trying out for the role of a character suffering multiple personality disorder.


    “Isn’t this place wonderful?” she cried.


    The guests seemed perfectly placed in an artist’s rendition of an autumn lawn party. Others were still arriving, singly and in pairs. Dan watched as a rather shockingly well-endowed young man crossed the yard wearing only a leather jacket with a blue Speedo underneath. Someone else turned cartwheels across the grass. The sticky end-of-summer heat thinned as the light died out behind the hills.


    Loudspeakers blared down by the boathouse. At one point nearly everyone seemed to be dancing. Thom and Sebastiano gyrated at the centre of the action. Dan stood at the edge of the lawn looking on. He felt someone standing near him and turned. Daniella was watching her brother and Thom.


    “Tell him not to marry,” she said, her words barely audible.


    For a moment, Dan wondered if she meant Thom or her brother. “You don’t want your brother to marry?”


    Daniella’s look was flint. “If I wanted to, I could stop it like that!” She snapped her fingers.


    “Why would you do that?” Dan said. “They seem happy.”


    Her mouth hardened. She looked as though she would answer, but Sebastiano’s voice cut through the air.


    “Daniella!” He waved to her to join him and Thom.


    Daniella turned and walked past her brother down to the lake. Sebastiano called after her, though she refused to acknowledge him. He gave up and turned to Thom with a shrug.


    “Trouble in Paradise?” Dan turned to see Trevor beside him. He’d come up soundlessly behind him again.


    “I gather there is not total consent among the Brazilians about this marriage.”


    “Really? I wonder if Thom knows about it.”


    Dan shrugged. “I guess it can’t be easy for them to accept, coming from a Catholic country.”


    Trevor pursed his lips. “Well, they’ve got to learn sometime. They don’t own the world,” he said softly. “Or morality either, for that matter.”


    “Cheers to that,” Dan said, finishing his drink. He looked over. “Can I get you a refill?”


    “No, I’m good, thanks.”


    Trevor’s voice made Dan think of a particular breed of man — confident and content without needing to show it. Men who knew when they needed drinks and when they didn’t. Men who smiled and made others around them feel at ease without giving the least suggestion it was at their behest that they felt so.


    In the kitchen, Ted leaned against the range. He still wore his shades, even indoors. “Ah — the sleuth!” He lifted his glass as Dan entered. “Guard your secrets, everyone,” he called out to the empty room.


    Dan thought he seemed buzzed, though maybe it was just party energy. Ted followed Dan’s movements as he retrieved a beer and popped the top off, a painter examining a subject for a study or a director blocking moves for a scene.


    “So what has my brother told you about our illustrious family?”


    He was being ironic, Dan knew. It amused him that both brothers seemed to think themselves important enough to be talked about. “Nothing, really.”


    “What?” Ted feigned surprise. “You mean you haven’t heard about the family crest with six emasculated dragons, the silverware rotting in the cupboards, the skeletons in the basement…?”


    “I did hear something about your father having disappeared.”


    “Oh.” Ted waved a disparaging hand. “Oh, that. Yes, it’s true. The old man up and left us one night, never to be heard from again. It’s old news. It would be a comfort to know he’s actually dead, but what can you do?”


    “Well, there are a number of avenues you can follow,” Dan said. “If you’re seriously asking.”


    Ted eyed him keenly. “That’s right! You would know. What can you do to find a son-of-a-bitch who upped and left his family? You would know these things, wouldn’t you? Tell me.”


    “What have you tried?” Dan said.


    Boredom returned to Ted’s face. “The police, of course. The local ones first, then later the Toronto force and even the RCMP, because you can never get what you want from small town cops, can you?” He smiled as though he’d said something amusing then looked at Dan with exaggerated chagrin. “Sorry! Are you a cop? I didn’t mean to offend you.”


    Dan shook his head. “I’m not a cop. I’m a missing persons investigator.”


    Ted looked confused. “But it’s the same thing, yeah? I mean, you’re practically a cop or something.”


    “We’re a totally different breed.”


    “Well, good — that’s good,” Ted insisted, without specifying why it was good.


    The door opened and Thom came through. He looked from Ted to Dan. “Am I interrupting?”


    “Not at all, dear brother,” Ted replied.


    “We were just discussing your father,” Dan said.


    “Ah!” Thom removed a beer from the fridge. He kissed Ted’s cheek and patted his shoulder. “My good brother,” he said patronizingly. “Please stay out of trouble, just for this weekend.”


    “Of course, dear brother of mine.” Ted snaked an arm around Thom’s shoulder, grinning. One small and dark, the other broad and blond. Seeing them together, Dan would never have suspected they were siblings.


    Thom looked at Dan and shrugged. “Brothers — you have to look after them. What can you do?”


    Ted nuzzled Thom’s neck. “I am deeply indebted to my brother Thom for … everything. If it weren’t for him, why I’d have nothing at all.” He looked around, taking in the kitchen. “Though by rights this place should be mine. I am the oldest.” He nodded to Dan. “It’s been in the family for about a hundred years. Did you know that?”


    “No,” Dan said. “I didn’t.”


    Thom shot Ted a hard glance. “Just be careful you don’t end up in the lake again, all right, Teddy?”


    Ted laughed. “Never fear, I won’t do anything to embarrass you on your wedding weekend.”


    “Thank you.”


    Ted left. Thom waited a beat and said, “Excuse my brother’s atrocious behaviour.”


    “Not at all. He’s been quite amusing. What’s he done, by the way?”


    “To embarrass me?”


    “No.” Dan laughed. “I meant, what films has he made?”


    “Oh, that! He made a few little films — nothing important. He went to some prestigious film school in New York years ago, but he hasn’t really done anything. He starts things but never finishes them.” He paused and sipped his beer meditatively. “My brother’s a drug addict, in case you haven’t figured that out yet.”


    Which explained the buzz and the shades, Dan thought.


    “I suppose since I give him his money it’s up to me to make him stop. There’s nothing like a junkie with money to burn.” He looked off in the distance, a pained expression on his face. “My poor, poor mother — a drug addict and a homosexual for sons, and a philandering husband who ran off with another woman. Bad luck for her. She should have stayed a virgin.”


    Thom laughed softly and took a long pull on his beer. Dan’s gaze lingered on his profile, the perfectly formed chin and brow. Thom had rolled his sleeves up, exposing his rower’s biceps. It was impossible not to find this man attractive. Dan felt sweat gathering between his pectorals, the skin beneath his shirt. He lifted his beer and went out.


    A hazy sunset had accrued by the time Dan returned to the gathering by the lake. Over the mountain, the underbellies of clouds were flecked with pink. He looked up at the house framed against the dying light. He couldn’t recall ever having been in a house owned by the same family for a hundred years. All along the reach were similar places with intricate histories, family secrets — homes with the names and birthdates of forebears embedded in family bibles going back generations. Dan knew its legacy of Protestant industriousness: the women in long dresses with their hair in tidy buns as they worked in the kitchens, the men in black serge over stiff-collars, diligent clerks and tradesmen and day labourers, and the children, seen but not heard, and unsettled by looks that discouraged frivolity. All living life in a way that precluded any indulgence in pleasure, straining after the little that might be allowed them, and looking for salvation in all that was hard-hearted and plain of manner.


    It was this same Presbyterian industriousness that had carved a nation out of wood and stone and given thanks to God, grateful for the newfound flag of freedom as they set up gristmills and established schools and churches across the continent, spreading their long-suffering humanity like the walnuts and oranges left in children’s stockings at Christmastime.


    In some of the nearby houses, there would be remnants of that life still: the polished walnut tables and stiff-backed chairs so you wouldn’t forget yourself and get too comfy, portraits of men with dour glances and whiskers down to their chests echoing words voiced in stoic endurance, their wary glances and harsh whispers directed toward anything that constituted strangeness in their worlds. It was not a charmed existence, this life led by the followers of Knox and Calvin, but it had a certain magisterial appeal, the very essence of morality and probity, a life where men raised themselves up by hard work and right-minded adherence to the Word of God. Hallowed be thy name.


    No communal joyfulness or fervent lifting of voices of the evangelical Baptists, or the hand-wringing Puritanism of the Seventh Day Adventists with one eye on the Second Coming and the other on the ever-present wrath of God. Not the hand-clapping, tambourine-bashing, candle-burning witchery of the Catholics or the Old World, left-behind-for-the-Messiah-already-came-and-wentness, and the one-day-off-the-weekly-calendar Sabbath of misguided Jewry, but the Real Faith, the One True Faith of the new Promised Land. This was the dour, grey-skied heart of Protestant Reform. Johns Knox and Calvin, lead us forward out of sin.


    It was a life where good deeds were done quietly and acknowledged humbly, where praise was rare, and roast beef and Yorkshire pudding were served on the Lord’s Day. Where the axe and plough were put away as vests and topcoats were donned for Sunday dinners with abundant echoes of “We praise thee, O Lord,” followed by a murmured chorus of amens as silverware tinkled and dishes were passed with smiles of appreciation and drink was frowned on till the following evening. All this, followed by a brief respite of merry-making as “God Save the King” was sung in the more prominent homes or banged out on the parlour upright by someone’s elderly aunt, followed by fond memories of — how many decades was it now? So hard to recall! — when it had been “God Save the Queen.” May she forever rest in peace!


    Dan knew the breed well. His childhood had been a late-twentieth century blossoming of this Calvinist faith with its hard-hearted virtuousness. As he walked across the grass, the light sent up its final rays, the eaves returning to shadow as the day retreated. The house looked like a castle from some far-off shore, replete with memories of lochs and bairns and foreign sounding words like bonnie and didnae and wee nyaff, while the glittering descendants of those hard-hearted, well-intentioned settlers twirled and gyrated on the lawn.


    Now and then someone would stop briefly to listen to the hooting of a ferry making a tenuous link between distant worlds as twilight came on, settling over the Bay of Quinte and fading up on the mountain over a lake whose depths and deepest origins remained an unsolved mystery.

  


  
    Eleven



    Till Death Do Us Part



    The kitchen was transformed. The beer bottles had been cleared out and the room stood bathed in a perky yellow light, steeped in the aroma of fresh coffee. Daniella was reading when Dan walked in. She glanced up, perturbation written on her face.


    “Good morning,” he said.


    She looked out the window as if she hadn’t considered it. “Yes,” she said, after a moment. “It’s a beautiful day.”


    “Anyone else around yet?”


    “No, it’s just me. Sebastiano and Thom are still in bed. Together.”


    Dan wasn’t sure if the last word had been added for emphasis or clarity. He watched her gaze sulkily out the window, her dark eyes fixed on something that might have been over on the far shore or possibly much farther away.


    “What’s the order of events this afternoon?” Dan asked.


    She turned a gloomy gaze on him. “What does this mean?” she said abruptly.


    “The order of events,” Dan repeated. “What’s happening before the wedding?”


    “Ah!” She brightened. “We are having brunch at eleven then some of us are going to get ready to go on the boat. Nobody told you?” She looked at him with something like pity.


    “No,” he said. “Thank you for telling me.”


    Dan had just sat down with his coffee when Ted slipped into the room, still wearing his shades, his skin the colour of cold porridge. The giggling Jezebel followed, only slightly subdued from the night before.


    “Good morning all!” Ted called out.


    There was a bit of silliness at the coffee maker. Jezebel poured herself a cup and Ted attempted to withhold the sugar from her. She grabbed his wrist and wrested it from him, leaving a red mark on his arm. Their laughter sounded competitive. Dan found himself disliking them. If he’d been in public, he would have found another place to sit.


    “The happy couple not up yet?” Ted said, squinting at the brightness outside the window.


    “Not yet,” Daniella said with a forced smile as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.


    Ted snorted. “I’m not surprised. I think he and Sebastiano had a three-way with the best man last night.” Jezebel nudged him and he turned to look at Dan. “Oh, sorry — is he with you?” He grinned. “I was kidding, of course.”


    “You’re quite a kidder,” Dan said, exiting with his cup, their ghostly laughter following him.


    It was almost noon when Bill finally showed. Dan had never known him to sleep in. He’d missed brunch but declared in a jaunty voice that all he needed was coffee. Dan looked outside and saw Thom stepping into a car.


    “Shouldn’t you be going with Thom?”


    Bill shook his head. “Nothing so formal,” he said. “Thom and Sebastiano are driving down together.” They looked out in time to see Sebastiano in tails, his hair neatly coiffed, following Thom. “It’s not like it’s a real wedding, anyway.”


    Dan gave him a look.


    “You don’t know Thom,” Bill said defensively.


    “No, you’re right — I don’t.”


    A crowd of well-heeled men and women hovered by the dock, with a few children and at least one Pekinese. A man with a headset was attempting to direct them onto the boat, but no one seemed to be listening. They resisted his directives like teenagers set on being difficult, yet without knowing what they were rebelling against.


    Bill introduced Dan to a thin young man with shoulder length hair standing with a grey-haired older man who was his partner. The younger man, a dentist, seemed particularly giddy. He wore a mock turtleneck with a chain of glittering stones on his chest.


    “Another one! Can you believe it? It’s like the whole world’s getting married! I keep swearing to myself, no more gay weddings! But whenever they ask me, I say yes. I always say yes!” he shrieked, his actions seemingly inexplicable even to himself. He turned to the older man. “Why do you let me, Freddy? Why do you always let me say yes?”


    Freddy’s eyes twinkled, as though he found his partner’s antics infinitely amusing. “But you wouldn’t say yes if you didn’t want to, Derek. I know you. You just wouldn’t do it!”


    Bill turned to Dan and said, sotto voce, “My god! He’s daring. I can’t believe he wore the diamonds!”


    Dan turned to take in the garish necklace. “Are they real?”


    Bill nodded. “You’re staring at half a million dollars.”


    The hilarity seemed to be spreading as all around them people began to say giddy things that seemed to imply their attendance was largely a matter of whim. “I can’t believe I’m even here,” said a matronly woman in furs, without stopping to explain why she found it hard to believe in her physical proximity at that moment.


    The man with the headset went by, his face set to concern. “Please board the ship everybody. The ship is sailing in ten minutes. We need everyone on board.”


    Freddy seemed to find this particularly amusing and broke into giggles. It was only when a blast went off from the boat that the crowd relented, turning in their fabulous finery of furs and diamonds and high-heels like a strange species boarding an ark.


    Bill caught Dan’s eye. “Shall we?”


    Dan nodded and felt Bill clutch his arm. For a moment, he thought of Ted’s insinuations at breakfast. Then he dismissed them, filled with a sudden glow at being Bill’s chosen partner in a very public ceremony.


    “You look terrific,” Dan said.


    Bill had transformed by putting on a tuxedo. What had seemed dowdy in street clothes had taken on a regal tone. He had broader shoulders and suddenly the paunch was gone. The prince replacing the frog.


    “Thank you, kind sir. You’re pretty damn hot yourself.”


    On board, Bill excused himself to perform his obligations as best man. “Thom needs me,” he said, giving Dan a kiss before going off to attend his duties.


    Dan looked around. On one side of the room was the same fashionable crowd he might see at Woody’s on a Saturday night. Well-dressed, attractive, they included an assemblage of real estate agents whose trendy clothes, pricey haircuts, and bone-white smiles proclaimed them one step away from being famous, and who seemed to be enjoying the lifestyle as though they already were. Off in another corner, Dan recognized a couple of design-show hosts noted for their popular lifestyle series. One had a face and the other a body, Donny said. If you found a third with a brain and put them together, they might almost make a whole person. Dan wondered if the stories about their sex lives were true. Where could they possibly have found the time?


    On the opposite side of the room huddled the straights, the divide between the two groups unimpeachable except for one attractive man in a camel-hair coat who seemed to be observing it all with detached amusement. His expression, coupled with his position between both worlds, defied any effort to place him within a geo-sexual context.


    The women were either severe or deferential. Many had never been lookers but they had the money and nerve to dress as though they were, with pushed up bosoms and low cut fronts. They made it clear they traded in social status and husbands almost interchangeably, leaving the financial concerns to the men. Of the men, the younger ones invariably wore flashy ties and smart suits, while the older ones seemed largely the type who drank whiskey and soda and bought out competitors with a nod of the head.


    Occasionally, an oblivious heterosexual male would find himself chatting with someone on the other side, only to realize that an all-male gathering here meant something quite different than at the club. Inevitably, he’d try to make a good show of it, chat a little longer before disengaging himself to rejoin his own side with a nervous backward glance and a forced laugh, so his friends and associates would know he’d been mistaken and was now coming back to the fold. No matter how tolerant and open-minded you were, in a male dominated world where win-or-lose was written over everything, winners still didn’t associate with queers.


    Dan was unsure where he’d stand should he be forced to choose. Perhaps with the ambiguous presence in camel-hair in the middle of the room. A large, sweaty man came up and saved him the bother of having to decide.


    “What school did you go to?” the man asked, wiping his brow with a napkin.


    “Sudbury High.”


    “Sudbury what?” the man exclaimed with a shocked look. “Is that a private school?”


    “No,” Dan said.


    “I thought everybody here went to a private school!” He eyed Dan as though he might be an impostor. “Did you have a choice?”


    Dan shook his head. “No.”


    The man looked around, sucked the ice at the bottom of his glass and said, “Neither did I. I never went to private school.” He made it sound like the greatest loss he’d ever had to endure.


    “We’re probably better off for it,” Dan said.


    “Oh, no!” the man exclaimed. “Don’t fool yourself.” He whirled abruptly and extended an arm that took in the entire room. “These are the people who run our country — or who will be running our country in a few years. Look at them.” Dan obliged the man by turning to look at the crowd. “Amazing, isn’t it?”


    Dan wasn’t sure what he found so amazing. “Politicians are anything but amazing when you get down to it….”


    “I’m not talking about politics!” the man exclaimed. “I’m talking about who really runs things — the entrepreneurs, the business class. This is it, gathered in this room.” He shook his head. “Just imagine! If this boat sank, the country would lose half of its ruling elite.”


    “Do you think they’d be missed?” Dan said.


    The man thought about this. “Maybe not,” he conceded.


    A band started up in another room. An assured voice crooned a line from a forties tune. Trevor caught Dan’s eye and came over. Dan introduced him to the other man, who said a few words before leaving to join the ranks on the far side of the room.


    “I guess he thought I was straight,” Dan said with a bemused grin. “How’s it going? The social register keeping you busy?”


    Trevor laughed. “You know, there are some things that are a given in life. I know, for instance, that I’ll never be half as rich as most of the people in this room, just as I know I could never dedicate myself to the kind of work that would make me that wealthy. And just as I also know,” he glanced toward the room where the music came from, “that I will never like Michael Bublé.”


    “You’re not a jazz fan?”


    “Au contraire,” Trevor said. “I am a jazz fan. But let’s not slag the local talent — it’s beneath us. Besides,” he took a good look around, “there are far more deserving targets right here in the room. Look at these people. Most of them have suits instead of personalities.”


    Bill suddenly reappeared clutching a glass. He looked around with a frown and headed toward Dan. He saw Trevor and paused.


    “Here comes the boyfriend,” Trevor said with a smile. “I’m going to mingle with the lions and tigers. Wish me luck.”


    Bill nodded curtly at Trevor as he left. “Am I interrupting something?”


    “Not at all. Finished your best man duties already?” Dan asked.


    Bill shook his head impatiently. “Apparently I wasn’t needed.”


    “Oh?”


    “I gather I was keeping Thom from getting in one last fuck before the wedding.” He took a gulp of his drink and looked around the gathering. “Quite the dog and pony show, isn’t it?”


    “Who are all the suits?” Dan asked, glancing across the room.


    “Business associates. Thom’s mother made them come.” Bill smiled grimly, his voice louder than necessary. “Interesting woman, Lucille Killingworth. It seems money can buy quite a bit of loyalty in her world. It can even make your colleagues attend the wedding of your gay son and his Latin Lothario.”


    “You’re getting drunk,” Dan said, trying to keep out a note of disapproval.


    Bill looked at the glass in his hand. “Not drunk enough,” he said, tipping the glass back to empty it. He reached out and grabbed Dan’s crotch. “I want you to fuck me silly tonight.”


    A few feet over, an older couple turned their heads then quickly looked away.


    Bill tinkled the ice in his glass, oblivious to the attention he was getting. “I can’t believe he’s marrying that mail-order gigolo.” His voice carried across the room.


    A strained look passed over Dan’s face. “Do you need to be so loud?”


    “Why? Getting touchy?”


    Dan shook his head. “Just sensitive.”


    “Right. I forgot you were bought and paid for once.”


    Dan’s shoulders sagged. “That’s really uncalled for….”


    “Don’t mind me,” Bill mumbled. He looked toward the bar. “I need a refill.” He glanced at Dan, contrition covering his face. “I’m sorry. You have no idea how difficult this is for me.”


    Folding chairs had been set up around the upper deck. A tarp stood nearby in case of rain. The guests filled the rows until the entire deck was occupied. At the last moment, Bill took his place beside Thom while Daniella stood next to Sebastiano. As promised, she’d donned a tux and gelled her hair back in sophisticated lesbian attire, though Dan doubted she was one. With the change of wardrobe, her mood had reverted to her casual laughing self. To Dan, she was nearly as handsome as her nervous, elegant brother.


    The minister, a stout, dark-haired woman in a cleric’s outfit with a bosom like a shelf, exuded a stern no-nonsense-on-the-job demeanour, though Dan suspected she was probably a lark in her off-hours. Her carefully inflected reading of the ceremony carried an air of respectfulness that many traditional weddings lacked. Her jokes, though few, were appropriate and her solemnity solemn enough without being too serious. If he and Bill were ever to marry, Dan thought, he’d look her up.


    The couple exchanged vows, looking elated as they leaned together to seal them with a kiss. Their blue eyes seemed the connecting thread between the light-haired Thom and the dark-haired Sebastiano. Bill, whatever his hidden sorrows, more than looked the part of supportive best man to his best friend.


    They stayed on the upper deck for pictures as the boat headed through the Adolphustown Reach and on toward Lake Ontario. Other vessels passed, exchanging greetings and horn tootings as they recognized the nature of the ceremony, though a face or two looked perplexed at not being able to locate the blushing bride in her fancy meringue outfit alongside all the handsome men in black and white.


    After the reception line, the guests filed below deck to a dining room. Dan found himself seated with three straight couples who all seemed to know one another. Once past the introductions, they ignored him in favour of exchanging gossip about people he’d never heard of. They endured the various speeches made by and to both grooms. Dan carefully measured his intake of wine. Bill was drinking enough for the two of them. Thom and Sebastiano mingled with the guests. At one point, Thom plunked himself down beside Dan with a satisfied smile. “All good?”


    “Very nice. Congratulations — it was a terrific ceremony.”


    Bill drifted over and sat, placing his hand on Dan’s knee. Had he thought Thom was making a move on Dan? Was that what Bill’s difficulty had been earlier? Surely he knew Dan better.


    Thom playfully squeezed his best man’s shoulder. “Thank you for loaning me Billy for the day,” he said to Dan.


    “My pleasure.”


    “Not a bad turnout,” Thom continued, looking over the assembled guests.


    “Where is Sebastiano’s family?” Dan asked.


    Thom pointed out a small dark-haired woman seated near to the bar. “There. That’s his Aunt Naida. His mother’s sister.”


    “That’s it?”


    Thom shrugged. “That and Daniella. The other side hasn’t really accepted it yet.”


    Bill rolled his eyes. “You’ve got the bull and you own the barn. Who cares if you’ve got the pedigree or not?” He stood for a refill, pausing to look over the room. “They sound like a dreary lot anyway. They should be grateful you’re rescuing their son from his squalid life.”


    Across the room, a woman in a yellow dress with a light green scarf threw Thom a smile. Had Catherine Deneuve’s younger sister been kidnapped as a child, this woman would have made a good candidate for the title of foundling. Her laughter carried to them from the group she was addressing.


    Thom followed Dan’s gaze. “My mother,” he said.


    Where some women faded with age, others grew into it with vigour and self-assurance. Not as the result of chemicals and operations, but through inner discipline and will. Lucille Killingworth was one of these.


    “She’s beautiful,” Dan said.


    “And deadly.” Thom smirked. “Don’t be fooled. Her approval is necessary, so I try hard to stay on her good side.”


    “And keeping your brother in check is part of that?”


    Thom gave Dan an appraising stare. “Bill never told me you were so perceptive,” he said.


    “I don’t think he’s noticed yet. But I do my best to please.”


    Thom’s eyes narrowed. “I like a guy who likes to please.”


    “I take it Sebastiano’s a pleaser.”


    “In every way. And I’m always happy to reward the men who please me.” He glanced sideways, chipping the ball back at Dan. “I don’t suppose it would be wise of me to make a pass at you?”


    Dan couldn’t help smiling at the smoothness with which Thom had done just that. “No.”


    “I didn’t think so. You’re not the type, are you? Or maybe I’m not your type.”


    Before Dan could answer, the clinking of silver against crystal caught them off-guard. Ted stood, drink in hand.


    Ted had removed his sunglasses. His eyes glittered weirdly in the light. “I’d like to propose a toast to the men in my illustrious family,” he said.


    A strained look came over Thom’s face.


    “First, to my loving brother Thom, to whom I owe everything I am today.” Ted looked at Thom and raised the glass high. “Yes, dear brother — everything.” The comment was met with applause. “And here’s to our grandfather, Nate Macaulay, the old son-of-a-bitch.” Dan flashed on the portrait of the malevolent N.M. “You could say a lot about the old bastard, but you have to admit he made a hell of a lot of money!”


    “You tell it, Teddy boy!” someone called out.


    “For fuck’s sake,” Thom mumbled.


    Over at the head table, Lucille Killingworth maintained an expression of bemused tolerance.


    “And of course,” Ted continued, “we shouldn’t forget our dear father who loved us so much he spared us his miserable company for the last twenty years.” The room had gone silent, mesmerized by the matador’s sword raised over the dying bull. “I’d like to see the look on his face if he saw his baby boy getting married to another man. I’d give anything to get him in here and watch his expression.”


    Thom raised his glass. “Amen to that, brother,” he said loudly and downed his drink, inviting the others to follow.


    Ted looked around with a silly grin, as though he’d just pulled off a very amusing joke.


    “My undying thanks to my brother Teddy for his marvellous toast,” Thom said before Ted could start up again. “I think it’s time to adjourn to the other room for some music and mayhem of a different sort.”


    The scraping of chairs filled the air as people stood and headed for the ballroom.


    “I’ll fucking kill him,” Thom mumbled.


    The band played a gleeful concoction of trills and well-heeled themes. Rock transformed to rumba. The dancers twirled on, oblivious to the sea change as light glittered on women’s gowns and the dandruff-flecked shoulders of middle-aged men anxious to show they still had it, or perhaps just hoping they did.


    Daniella came through the doors, still in her Dietrich drag. She stood watching the dancers, a martini glass held breast high. Her eyes lit on Thom and Sebastiano gyrating and grinding together at the floor’s centre. Her mouth formed a hard line. Still blue, but less than an angel. Then she spied Dan. Her expression changed as she swept across the floor to him.


    “Danny! You’re so sexy!” she cried. She had a way of eliding her consonants, making one liquid syllable flow smoothly into the next, as though they’d been written just for her. “Come dance with me!”


    He obliged her, but just as they reached the floor the music changed from a samba to a slow motion wave. She wrapped herself around him, glass aloft, and drank over his shoulder. Fingers slid between the buttons of his shirt, caressing his chest. She bent her head back and extended a trousered leg, the young Martha Graham impersonating a Joshua Tree. Dan felt more like a piece of sculpture than a dancer.


    “Daniella!” Sebastiano gave her a disapproving look.


    Her eyes flashed rebellion. She continued to dance only slightly less wildly, then downed her drink and went off for a refill. Dan watched her flit between the tables, a pale drunken butterfly, with everyone’s eyes on her. She seemed to be flirting with the entire room. At one point she nearly stumbled into a table. If not for the quick reflexes of a man standing nearby, she would have fallen. A trio of men became instantly solicitous, but she brushed off their concern.


    “You ought not to drink so much,” Dan heard one of the men say. “Especially if you can’t stay on your feet.”


    She glared. “I’m not drunk,” she declared then turned away indignantly.


    Sebastiano broke off his dance with Thom and went over to her. They exchanged a few heated words in Portuguese. Daniella tossed her head angrily and looked away, but Sebastiano was insistent as he pulled her protesting onto the floor. The music turned from a wave to a shimmer. He tore off his jacket and tossed it aside. His slicked-back hair, sheer cotton shirt, and tightly drawn trousers lent him the contours of a matador. He stood, chest extended, the young Valentino regarding his hermaphroditic self-portrait: Rudy and Judy. They might have been twins. Dan felt a tingling of lust.


    Sebastiano came alive, hands whirling overhead. He glowed, a dark angel taking flight. Inspired by the dancers, the band launched into a fiery tango. Daniella unclasped her heels and threw them beneath a chair. The music grew feverish as she moved back and forth, mirroring her brother. Sweat hung in the air. He pulled her so close they seemed to be one body.


    The crowd warmed to the tempo, arching themselves into the music, though none could match the Brazilians for ardour and grace. The room broke into spontaneous applause time and again. Even Thom watched them admiringly.


    It was midnight. The band had moved on to a more northerly clime, the tempo chilled to the formal rhythms of a Viennese waltz, a confection that might have been popular in Hitler’s time. Older couples dominated the floor, feet shuffling, heels lifting gently as though nostalgia demanded a softer tread. Someone had coaxed Lucille Killingworth up onto the floor. The mother of the groom moved gracefully, scarf twisted lightly about her throat. She danced with a white-haired man who smiled a lot, though he seemed in deadly earnest. He looked down frequently, either worried about stepping on his partner’s feet or following some imaginary numbered dance steps on the tiles. Dan noticed his expression — admiration laced with desire seen through the eyes of a barracuda. This man had designs on the Merry Widow.


    Bill and Thom had disappeared in the melee. The minister was chatting with another dykish type over in a corner. Dan saw he’d been right — she laughed and held her drink like a trucker bedding down at a pub for the night, clearly no longer discussing ecumenical concerns.


    Sebastiano and Daniella had retrieved their discarded clothing and sat cooing at one of the tables. He pushed her hair from her face with his fingers. Whatever their argument, they seemed to have made up. A candle basked in the glow of Daniella’s pale skin, making her look sad and fragile.


    Dan toyed with getting another drink, but decided against it. He felt flushed. He descended to the lower deck for a breath of cool night air. A couple huddled against the railing. It was the giddy dentist with the diamonds and his older boyfriend. They looked up at his approach.


    “Cheers!” said the older man, raising a champagne glass and sipping from it before placing it on the railing.


    Dan gave a friendly nod and leaned into the opposite corner where the rail curved against the back of the boat. They’d started their return. From above, music and laughter floated out over the water. On either shore, lights from passing houses gleamed like earthbound stars. Now and then, they swept past other vessels manoeuvring their way home.


    The boat made a marked shift to the right, following the channel. The forgotten champagne glass inched toward the rail’s outer edge. Dan was about to say something when the boat shifted again. The crystal fell in slow motion, an arc of whiteness hitting the waves with a silent splash before disappearing in the blackness.


    Dan left the amorous couple and made his way upstairs. A squadron of servers hoisted trays of hors d’oeuvres, passing him on the way to the ballroom. He felt cooler but his head throbbed. He stopped in the corridor and leaned against a doorway.


    A voice came through the wall, the tones low and serious. He couldn’t make out the words. He stood there, not really intending to listen.


    “You’ve got to pull yourself together.” It was Thom’s voice, followed by what might have been a stifled sob. “Look, it doesn’t mean anything. Not really.”


    “But you’re married!” Bill’s voice rose in pitch, like a child whining about not being given a promised treat.


    “It’s only a ceremony, Billy,” Dan heard Thom say in consoling tones. There was a long silence. Dan’s blood jumped with adrenaline as he waited.


    “You’re the only one I’ve ever loved,” he heard Bill say. “In my entire fucking life!”


    You have no idea how difficult this is for me. Dan felt sickened, torn between leaving and staying to hear more. Curiosity won out.


    “It’s okay, Billy. It’s okay,” Thom said soothingly. The talking died to a murmur. Then he heard Bill ask, “Who am I?”


    “You’re my hot little cabin boy,” Thom answered.


    Dan felt a flash of rage that had preceded some of the stupidest acts he’d ever perpetrated. His fist raised itself of its own accord. He wanted to pound on the door and demand the lovers emerge red-faced, in flagrante. In his mind, he saw himself denting the filing cabinet and remembered how good it had felt. He fought the rage, sucking in air even as his fist resisted.


    There are mirrors in junk shops, silvered over with age and mildew, reflecting whatever lies before them pressed against a mottled, timeworn backdrop. Without breaking the glass, they shatter the illusion by giving an image of the outer world while simultaneously revealing the thin edge of reality beneath. This was what Dan felt he was looking at. His hand recoiled with a shiver of recognition; his stomach rebelled.


    He lurched down the passage in search of a washroom, barging past startled guests. A changeroom presented itself, the door half open. Inside, Sebastiano stood before a full-length mirror. Dan’s anger bobbed, shifted, and found a new focus. He toed the door open with his foot. The boy looked up.


    “Need some help?” Dan said.


    Sebastiano watched curiously as Dan tugged at the ends of his bowtie. Next, Dan straightened the suspender straps, smoothing them over Sebastiano’s shoulders as though dressing a child. The boy leaned back with an expression of trust. Muscles strained his shirtfront. Dan knew there’d be no struggle.


    “You and your sister dance well together.”


    Sebastiano’s chin rose and fell in what might have been agreement. Dan’s move was smooth, unhurried. He knew the hypnotic effect gentleness had on boys like Sebastiano, even the experienced ones. His fingers reached around the back of his neck. He waited till the boy looked him in the eye then pulled their faces together. They kissed more deeply and intimately than Sebastiano had kissed Thom after their vows. The sensation was wet and soft; their teeth clicked together a few times before they got the rhythm. After that, it was simply a matter of closing the door and getting down to business. Sebastiano’s pants slid off easily, as clothes do when worn by men whose bodies fit the cut, with no excess flesh to consider. Dan unzipped his own trousers and let them slide to the floor, pulling his underwear taut across his thighs. Sebastiano turned his broad back to Dan and braced himself against the mirror.


    Dan knelt and breathed in the smell of funk. His tongue twitched and darted. He felt the short sharp bristles and heard Sebastiano moan. He slid a glistening finger, then a second, deftly up into moist warm flesh. Sebastiano made what passed for welcoming noises. Dan stood. Quickly, before Sebastiano could protest, he plunged in. He felt warmth, wet, goo. It felt good. Familiar, yet not. He hadn’t fucked without a condom in years, not since a drunken fling in a garage that had been left open on Hayden Street when he’d been followed down the lane at four a.m. after a night of dancing. It had taken an excess of alcohol for him to be reckless that time. This time all it had taken was rage.


    There were no protests as he rode the Brazilian stud. The boy arched himself at the mirror, face pressed against the glass. Dan gripped the boy’s abdominals, straining and forcing himself all the way in. There were no protests about that, either, only murmurs of pleasure and a few encouraging words in Portuguese. A drop of sweat glistened and fell from the tip of Dan’s nose. It landed on the small of the boy’s back, rolling down to where Dan’s cock joined Sebastiano’s body in slithery, piston-like motions. He came quickly, discharging completely before pulling out with a solitary plop. Sebastiano let out a groan and came in jerks and spasms onto the mirror, his spunk whiter than any Dan could recall. It hung there, almost muscular in its clinging, not running down. Dan grunted, as if in reply. His cock swung sloppily between his legs, a telltale smudge on the head. A pungent smell filled the air.


    Dan picked the boy’s underwear up from the floor and wiped himself off with it. For good measure, he wiped the mirror too. The boy turned to face him. “Good fuck?” Dan said.


    “Yeah — good fuck.” The boy grinned.


    Dan smiled, but his anger was still intact. Good, yes — but I bet you won’t be too quick to brag about it. Maybe I’ll spread the word myself.


    “I have to go,” Sebastiano said without a trace of sheepishness.


    “Me too.”


    Dan handed over the boy’s underwear with the stain smeared across the bottom.


    The boy’s smile vanished. “I cannot wear this,” he said.


    Dan looked around, as if perplexed. He brightened. “Here,” he said, handing over his own silk boxers. “You can have mine. A little something to remember me by when you have your honeymoon fuck.”


    The boy looked at them dubiously then shrugged. “Why not?” He pulled them up over his legs. They fit.


    Why not, indeed?


    “They look good on you,” Dan said. “Keep them. It’s the least I can do.”


    Gentle arabesques of light fanned over the ballroom and across the dancers, glittering diamonds creating a fantasy landscape, the happy ending to some fairy tale. Trevor stood just inside the ballroom door. His face lit up when he saw Dan.


    “Hey! I’ve been looking for you. How’s it going?”


    Dan had to fight to make eye contact with him. He was suddenly and utterly consumed by shame. Whatever had possessed him only minutes ago had begun to slacken like a balloon losing altitude. The blood urge for revenge was gone, leaving only the afterglow of remorse.


    “I think I just did something very stupid,” he said.


    Trevor watched him curiously. “Anything to do with your boyfriend?”


    Dan nodded. “My boyfriend and your cousin. It seems they’ve been a good deal more than best friends. My stupidity, I guess.”


    Trevor put a hand on Dan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said in that calming voice. “They’re not a nice crowd — my cousin and his friends. They’re awful people. Selfish and insincere. I shouldn’t be saying this, but you seem like a nice guy. I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt.”


    Dan shrugged, his face a portrait of self-reproach. “Too late.”


    Trevor attempted a consoling smile. “Is there anything I can do? Anything I can say?”


    “No, but thanks.”


    A clamour broke out in the hallway behind them. It grew in volume as a small crowd rushed into the ballroom with Thom at its head. Thom seized on Trevor and Dan. “Where’s Sebastiano?” he demanded.


    Dan felt a sickening sense of oncoming retribution. He’d expected there might be a scene over what he’d done, but he hadn’t expected it to happen so fast. And certainly not here, in front of the wedding guests.


    Without waiting for a reply, Thom turned and looked over the crowd. “Has anybody seen Sebastiano?” he yelled over the music.


    Faces turned to regard him with a mixture of amusement and consternation, unsure of the intent of this impromptu game. Several people shook their heads.


    “I did,” Dan said. “I saw him just now.”


    Thom whirled to face him. “Where? How long ago?”


    “A few minutes ago. Four or five. He was in a changeroom off the lower deck.”


    Before Dan could say more, Sebastiano came through the door like a spirited horse approaching the pack.


    “Thank god!” Thom exclaimed. His voice held an edge of panic. “Someone said you fell over the railing into the water.”


    “No.” Sebastiano shook his head, bewildered. “I am here.”


    “They said you fell over,” Thom insisted, his face set with concern. “They said your jacket was on the railing.”


    Behind them the band went through a change of pitch, moving southerly again, notching the rhythm up to a jerky reggae beat. Outside the windows, the darkness suddenly seemed immense.


    “My jacket? My jacket is on the chair — over there.” Sebastiano pointed to where he’d been sitting half an hour earlier. His unclaimed jacket sat waiting. Confusion passed over his face, followed by fear as the impossible suggested itself. “Where is Daniella?” He looked around in a panic. He grabbed Thom’s arm. “Where is she? Where is Daniella?”


    “I don’t know,” Thom said, shaking his head. “I haven’t seen her.” He turned to the others. “Has anyone seen Daniella?”


    Murmurs broke out around the room, but no one replied. The band continued, oblivious. The dancers stopped one by one as realization settled in that the mood in the room had changed. Sober faces regarded them. Dan saw Bill enter from the opposite side of the room.


    “Anyone?” Thom repeated, his voice tense. “We’re looking for Daniella.”


    “I saw her about twenty minutes ago,” said a bald man with a concerned face. “She was on the upstairs deck. I think she had on a jacket like Sebastiano’s.”


    Sebastiano let out a moan.


    “Look,” Dan said decisively. “Let’s find out for sure what’s happened. Who said they saw someone fall overboard?”


    “We did,” came a voice near the back of the room.


    They turned to see an older man in black tie standing with a woman in a mauve dress, their faces pale with concern. “My wife and I definitely saw someone fall from the upper deck.”


    “We thought it was that young man.” His wife pointed at Sebastiano.


    “Where was this?” Dan said.


    “We were on the back lower deck when someone toppled from above. Whoever it was fell right past us.”


    Sebastiano looked around in terror. He latched onto Bill. “You’re a doctor. Do something!”


    “Okay, let’s not panic,” Thom commanded. “We’ll notify the captain to turn the boat around.” He turned to Sebastiano. “We’ll find her — don’t worry.” His eyes stopped at Dan. “Would you please organize a search on board for Daniella? She’s got to be here somewhere.”


    Dan nodded. “I’ll start upstairs.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Trevor said.

  


  
    Twelve



    This Terrible Place



    The lights of Glenora appeared up ahead like a cord pulling them onward to a terrible fate. The band had stopped playing as the ballroom filled with grave faces. Most of the guests stood silently by or talked among themselves in concerned whispers. It was clear Daniella was nowhere on board. The outside decks were abandoned after a quick search failed to reveal anything. Bathrooms and anterooms had also been checked. Authorities were notified of the disappearance, and a search-and-rescue team from Trenton was called out. Within fifteen minutes a helicopter could be heard sweeping overhead, its searchlight mapping the waves. A local volunteer crew had already formed. A dozen small craft operators were patrolling the darkened waters of the bay, looking for signs of struggle or movement.


    The ship docked at Glenora and the guests filed off in a light drizzle. Officers from the Picton OPP detachment met them onshore. They listened as Thom explained how Daniella had fallen from an upper deck.


    Sebastiano stood to one side, rocking and shivering. “Why did we come to this awful country?” he moaned. Dan thought of the Serbian boy who’d come to Canada and ended up in a ravine with gunshot wounds to his head.


    An EMS vehicle stood onshore, its lights flashing silently while figures moved about in the rain. Dan’s name rang a bell with one of the questioning officers. “We never met, but we worked together on a case once,” the man said, squinting at him in the lantern light. “You helped us locate a woman named Sarah McNeill. I’m Detective Constable Peter Saylor.”


    They shook. The officer looked at Sebastiano and motioned Dan over for a private word. “Do you think she’s done a runner? You weren’t far from shore. She’s a visitor, right? Some guy’s sister? Maybe she wanted to stay.”


    Dan shook his head. “I doubt it. She came for her brother’s wedding. They’re from Brazil, not Cuba. I overheard him say she couldn’t swim.”


    The officer took a deep breath. “That’s rough,” he said. “I guess if she’s out there, we’ll find her.” He let Dan through and nodded to the next in line.


    Bill was waiting in the car. He stared straight ahead. Dan got into the driver’s seat without a word. The silence stretched taut between them.


    “I’m sorry about what I said earlier,” Bill said finally.


    Dan shook his head. “It’s not important.”


    Bill nodded. “I spoke to Thom. He’d like us to stay at the house tonight. If you don’t mind, we’ll go back there.”


    “Of course. Whatever he needs.”


    Trevor opened the door for them. He looked at Dan. “I persuaded Aunt Lucille to go to bed,” he said. “She didn’t want to, but she was quite shaken. I’ve just been sitting here feeling useless. Is there anything I can do?”


    “Not that I know of,” Dan said. “Ted took Jezebel home. She was pretty shaken too. I don’t know when Thom and Sebastiano will be back. They wanted to stay to see if the patrol boats turned anything up.”


    They spoke in subdued voices. It seemed possible that if they were gentle and kind enough, the night’s events might unfold in a more optimistic manner, that the outcome might not be as dark and dire as it seemed at that moment.


    Without waiting to be asked, Bill poured everyone a drink. They made desultory conversation for another hour. At three o’clock, Trevor went up to his room. Thom and Sebastiano arrived looking grim-faced an hour later. Sebastiano resisted all efforts to console him.


    “Bloody awful business,” Thom murmured, his hand on Sebastiano’s shoulder.


    “Give him these,” Bill said, placing something in Thom’s hand. Thom looked down at the pink pills. “I’ve got more, if you want any yourself.”


    Thom took Sebastiano upstairs and returned twenty minutes later. “He’s asleep,” he said.


    “How was he?” Dan said.


    “As you saw — a mess. The only thing I could get out of him is that he wants to go back to Brazil immediately. I can’t talk him out of it.”


    Bill nodded knowingly. “Leave it for now. He’ll be calmer tomorrow.”


    Thom lit a fire to distract himself. Bill poured him a drink. Thom sat on the sofa, his hand playing absently with the polished curve of the arm. Bill tried to reassure him that Daniella would turn up. Thom nodded distractedly, only half-listening. Eventually they turned the conversation away from the events of the evening, anxious for the consolation news of things that had nothing to do with them might bring. Thom assured them there was nothing they could do for him. They said goodnight.


    “I’ll be fine,” he said, waving them away.


    Upstairs, Dan lay on the bed fully dressed, staring at the blackness outside. The shimmering urgency of fear had drained away, leaving an empty calm, the bone white shock of lightning that reveals the world in negative for an instant before snapping off again. He dropped off to sleep just before five. He wasn’t sure when Bill slept or if he did.


    Morning brought a return of the mist, a dull grey haze settling over everything. The call came just past seven. An officer from the Picton OPP told Thom they’d recovered the body of a young woman just before six thirty that morning. He asked them to come to the morgue as soon as possible.


    Someone had made coffee. Dan grabbed a cup and went out to bring the car around. Bill got in the front with him. Thom emerged with Sebastiano, and the pair slid silently into the back. The boy’s face was grey, his eyes glassy. Even his cheeks seemed sunken. Dan glanced in the mirror. He recognized the look. He’d seen bereaved clients with that haunted glaze compounded of sickness and misery.


    They endured the ferry crossing in silence. The blue water took on an ugly sheen; distant sails raised in joyous furls seemed an insult to them. The ride to town took forever. At the hospital, Thom got out first and went around to help his husband, but Sebastiano refused to leave the car. He sat with his arms wrapped tightly around his chest. “I don’t want to go,” he said, his voice hoarse.


    “You have to come,” Thom insisted. “They’ll need you to identify her.”


    The boy shook his head. “I can’t.”


    Thom looked grim. “They need you, Seb.”


    Sebastiano glared. “I hate you!” He pounded his fist against the door. “I hate you! How could you do this to us?”


    Thom shook him by the shoulders. “I didn’t do anything. I told you not to bring her.” He looked around at the others. “I didn’t want her here.”


    Sebastiano turned away, sobbing against the seat.


    “Thom,” Bill said. “Leave him.” Thom jerked his head around at the sound of Bill’s voice. “Let’s go in. It might not even be her.”


    Thom nodded. “You’re right.”


    The hospital was small, red brick-efficient. It had been erected in the eighties and outfitted with hanging plants to allay the severity of the exterior. They were joined by Constable Saylor, the officer who’d recognized Dan’s name the night before. Still fresh-faced and earnest. Eager and correct. They followed an assistant to an alcove lit by a rack of fluorescence where all the warmth had been sucked out of the room. A burnt smell hung in the air.


    A modest shape lay beneath a sheet, a bulge concealed beneath a mound of fresh snow. It scarcely seemed possible that something as momentous as death lay before them. Dan thought of the lamb and goat corpses in the butcher’s window on the Danforth. Even they had seemed more imposing, more noteworthy somehow. The officer pulled the sheet down to reveal first the head — lips blue, skin grey, as though she’d been embalmed already — then further down. It seemed needlessly cruel to expose her like this under the harsh glare.


    For a moment, Dan doubted it was Daniella. The body was so bloated, it seemed as though it might have been someone else, one of the countless nameless faces in the Doe files. Dan stepped forward in disbelief, ready to proclaim it a case of mistaken identity. Looking closely, however, he realized he was staring at Sebastiano’s sister. That was clearly her hair, now damp and dishevelled, those the fingers that had pawed his chest only hours ago.


    Thom made a small choking noise. He reached out and touched a wall, as though he might faint. Bill and Dan were used to seeing bodies in various states of decomposition. Still, Dan felt a surge of nausea followed by something like grief, even though he’d hardly known her.


    Thom rubbed his chin between his thumb and forefinger like a man trying to decipher a difficult problem. “It’s her. It’s really her. Fuck.” He turned away.


    Something on Daniella’s right temple, an irregularity near the hairline, caught Dan’s eye. He pointed out the dull purple bruise mostly hidden by hair. “Did anyone notice this?”


    “Yes, we did,” Saylor replied. “I noted it in the report.” He looked at Dan. “Is anybody here related to her?”


    “Jesus,” said Thom. He looked up. “Sorry, no. The person you want is out in the car. I don’t know if it’s a good idea to bring him in here yet.” His hands moved in small circles, warding off an unpleasant event. He wanted to be out of there, away from the swollen body with the telltale bruise on her forehead. “He’s not in a proper state of mind.”


    Saylor assumed a look of professional sympathy without seeming insincere. “I understand, sir. Perhaps you could get him to come in when he’s ready?”


    Thom nodded. “I will. I’ll bring him back.”


    They emerged blinking into the daylight. The sky was pastel with soft clouds scudding overhead. Apart from a few passersby, the town looked deserted. For a moment Dan wondered if everyone was in church, just another small town Sunday.


    Thom paced, walking himself through his dilemma. He turned to Dan and Bill. “Stay here. Let me do this,” he said, glancing back at the parking lot.


    He went to the car and got in beside Sebastiano. He sat there looking forward and spoke a few words. At first there was no reaction, then Sebastiano turned and hit him with his fists. Thom took the punishment until Sebastiano finally stopped and leaned his head against Thom’s chest. Thom’s hand reached up and smoothed his hair. It was another five minutes before they got out of the car and came haltingly to the door.


    “I told you it was haunted,” Sebastiano said softly. “It was a bad place!”


    Thom looked at Bill and Dan in confusion. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”


    “I think he means Lake on the Mountain,” Dan said. “He seemed pretty spooked by it the other day.”


    Thom shook his head in bewilderment, not comprehending how one thing related to the other. He turned to Sebastiano. “Are you ready? You’ll have to go in some time. If not now, then later.”


    “Then it is Daniella? For positive?”


    Thom nodded and Sebastiano crumpled on the steps. His grey pallor was succeeded by bright red. The veins on his forehead seemed about to burst. He ran a hand through his hair, the gesture becoming obsessive in its repetitiveness. “I told you I didn’t want her to come. I told you ...” he broke off, choking on his sobs.


    Thom shook his head impatiently. “You did say you wanted her to come. It’s not my fault.”


    “No, I never wanted this!” Sebastiano moaned, as though denial could change the outcome. “I never wanted her to come to this terrible place!”


    “Look — pull yourself together. I’m sorry, but you have to pull yourself together.”


    Pulling himself together looked to be the last thing he would be able to do, Dan thought. Fury, exhaustion, rage — these seemed more reasonable responses to expect. His own father had been practically catatonic in the years following his mother’s death, till he liberated himself by drinking himself to an early grave. Why was it so hard for some people to express their grief and so hard for others not to?


    “My god!” Sebastiano wailed. “Why did we have to come here? Why?” He switched to Portuguese, rocking and moaning.


    With Bill’s help, Thom lifted him to his feet and guided him to the door, arms linked like any married couple going for a stroll. Dan held the door to let them pass.


    When Sebastiano came out again, he seemed to have undergone a profound change. His posture was erect, stiff, where before he’d been a rag doll. His eyes were hard, his expression tight. Thom came up and held him in his arms, though it seemed to be Thom who needed reassurance.


    The door opened and Saylor emerged. He approached Sebastiano and said gently, “Sir, thank you for coming in to identify your sister. I know how difficult it was for you to do.”


    For a moment, Sebastiano appeared not to have heard. A look of silent menace spread over his face as Thom put a comforting hand on his shoulder.


    Sebastiano shook off the hand in a fury. “No!” he cried. “She is not my sister. She is my wife!”


    The others looked around in confusion. “He said she was his sister,” Thom insisted forlornly.


    “Sir?” Saylor said. “Are you telling us this woman was married to you?”


    Sebastiano nodded, head in his hands. “In Brazil, yes. She is my wife for two years!”

  


  
    


    Thirteen



    Circumstantial Evidence



    The drizzle that had begun the eve of the wedding returned by afternoon and seemed to follow them home. The two-plus hours it took to return to Toronto was endured mostly in silence. Dan dropped Bill off at his townhouse and cabbed it back to Leslieville. He was at his desk Monday morning. Donny had called three times before Dan got there to say he’d heard about the drowning on the news. The event had been made to sound even more lurid and colourful when magnified by the immigration angle and the novelty of a gay wedding. Dan spoke with him briefly then pleaded work commitments.


    It wasn’t till the following day that he heard anything further. Just before noon he looked up to see his office assistant standing in his doorway.


    “Hello, Sally.”


    “They’re calling it suspicious,” she said, waving a file in front of her. “I thought you’d want to see it immediately.”


    Sally normally had no compunction about barging in unannounced; today, she hovered in the doorway decked out in an orange blouse and burgundy skirt. She seemed dressed for some occasion Dan wouldn’t be privy to: a U2 concert or the arrival of the Dalai Lama. Or possibly a protest at the American Embassy, though that would have required different colours, say, just the right shade of black on black — somewhere between polished charcoal and Death — with militant-looking armbands.


    Dan knew little about her personal life. She was one of the restless MTV tribe that crowded shopping malls and dance clubs, sporting their quirky fashions, celebrity obsessions, and shortened attention spans, and who took time to record their innermost thoughts at Speakers’ Corners and graduated from mid-size universities with vague degrees, hoping for careers in anything arts-related before settling for something less spectacular but more lucrative.


    “Come in, Sally.”


    She took a tentative step forward and stopped, looking around as though she’d never been there before. “Thank god somebody’s got a design sense,” she said, noting the reproductions of abstract art on the walls. “Everybody else’s office is just ...”


    Dan waved her forward abruptly. Startled, she nearly dropped the file.


    “Everybody else’s office is just what?” he said, smiling to show he wasn’t being unfriendly.


    Her eyes went around the room again, comparing what Dan’s office was with what the others weren’t. “It’s like they’re colourless or something. Nothing but beige and grey.” She shook her head over the incomprehensibility of it all.


    “Thank you. You’re the only other one who’s noticed.”


    Sally nodded. “That’s because you and I come from the same planet,” she said conspiratorially.


    Dan leaned forward. “And to what do you attribute all this colourlessness? Our alien nature?”


    Sally cocked her head. “I think it comes from being Canadian,” she said. “We’re raised to be bland and agreeable. Even the immigrants who come here eventually fade into some sort of creeping beigeness. There’s something wrong with that.”


    Dan nodded at the file in her hand. “You said they were calling it suspicious?”


    Sally nodded vigorously as she handed it over. “Big bump on her head. They think someone bashed her and dumped her overboard. You saw the body. What do you think?”


    Dan looked down at the report, thumbed open the cover. “I noticed the bump,” he said. She waited. Dan looked up. “I’ll need some time to look this over,” he said, smiling patiently again.


    “Oh right — of course! It’s all yours.” She turned to leave then stopped and turned back. “One other thing. You probably already knew this too. She was pregnant.”


    Dan looked up in surprise.


    Sally smiled. “Well, you do now.”


    The pregnancy wasn’t the only item of interest in the report. Daniella’s blood-alcohol level showed she hadn’t been drinking. Not a drop. Dan recalled the martini glass he’d watched her empty and how pale she’d looked. And, later, how she stumbled as though she’d been drunk. But she hadn’t. Obviously she’d known she was pregnant.


    He’d just finished the report when the phone buzzed. The display identified the call as coming from the Prince Edward Country OPP. Dan picked up.


    “Hi, Dan, Pete Saylor here.”


    “Pete! How are you?” Dan pictured the neatly dressed officer from Picton, wondering to what he owed the call.


    “Have you got a minute?” Saylor asked.


    “For you, I do — shoot.”


    “I guess you’ve heard we’re calling it a suspicious death.”


    “I just finished the report.”


    “So what do you think?” Saylor asked, launching in without preamble. “You were there. Would anybody want her dead for any obvious reason?”


    Dan hesitated. He’d already considered the question and come up with a few plausible if conjectured answers. “I haven’t really had time to think this through,” he said.


    What he was really thinking was that small-town cops were known for taking things out of context and hanging on like pit bulls when they smelled blood. Bored by years of putting out grass fires, dragging drunks out of bars, and handing out tickets to careless cottagers for polluting rivers and lakes, they exaggerated harmless circumstantial evidence into something much larger when the chance came to seize on a moment of glory. More than one man’s reputation had been destroyed because somebody had had what at the time seemed like a good idea, but which later proved false, the victims of small town zealotry. David Milgaard, Steven Truscott, Guy Paul Morin — those were just a few names that came easily to mind. There had been others, men and women whose names weren’t as familiar, who had spent time in jail for other people’s crimes. And there were probably many more besides who never had the opportunity to have their names cleared.


    “Completely off the record,” Saylor said. “Just between you and me.”


    Dan tried to imagine Saylor in the larger picture: more than competent at his job, boxed in by life but devoted to a wife and kids living just outside the town limits, possibly in a grand version of a log home, something unique and half-hidden by a copse of trees off a busy highway. He’d watch sports, follow Hockey Night In Canada assiduously, but maintain an avid interest in the news, curl up with his honey over reruns of Sex and the City or possibly even Will and Grace for a lark after the kids had gone to bed when there was nothing better on. Sophisticated and good-natured, but under-challenged. The thought of cracking a case like this, if case it turned out to be, would have a strong appeal for him, something that would continue to glitter and twist in the back of his mind long after his shift was over.


    “Pete, I really have to think about it before I open my mouth and get some poor innocent schmuck in trouble.”


    “All right. I thought you might say that.” Pete laughed lightly. “Want to hear my theories?”


    “Can’t hurt,” Dan said.


    “Good man. I need to try them out on somebody — in confidence, of course.”


    “Understood.”


    “First there’s the gay aspect. It was a gay wedding.” He shifted gears here. “By the way — are you gay? It’s cool if you are, my younger brother’s gay.”


    Dan frowned and wondered if it was true, but he let it pass. “Yes, I am,” he said. “And I was an invited guest.”


    “Hey, no hang-ups here. We’re a new breed of cop,” Saylor said breezily. “So anyway, there’s that aspect. And we already know the dead girl was his wife, not his sister, as he’d claimed.”


    “Actually, they’d both claimed that. I think they fooled everyone.”


    “Right. Well, we had a few eyewitnesses who testified that the girl and her husband seemed to be arguing after the wedding, maybe half an hour before she disappeared. Apparently she hadn’t wanted him to go through with it, though my sense is he was bucking for citizenship….”


    “I know all this,” Dan interrupted, trying not to sound impatient.


    “Right. So it’s possible he killed her to stop her from ruining his plans,” Saylor said.


    “I see what you’re getting at. That’s very interesting.” Except, Dan thought, I was fucking her husband around the same time you have him tossing her overboard.


    Saylor sounded pleased. “The other possibility is that the guy he married — Thom Killingworth — quite the name, huh? Anyway, it’s possible he didn’t want her messing things up for them, so he killed her.”


    Which is also a reasonable guess, Dan thought, except that Thom was busy fucking my boyfriend when it happened. On the other hand, he couldn’t confirm that Thom and Bill were still together when Daniella disappeared. Bill had arrived at the ballroom a minute or two after Thom. They could have gone their separate ways earlier, while Dan was tupping the Brazilian bull.


    “What about family?” Dan blurted out before he could stop himself. He was thinking of Ted Killingworth. How far could you trust a junkie? But maybe Ted was exactly the sort of person who got caught in the crossfire of these things, innocent yet unable to clear his name.


    “I’ve definitely thought of that one,” Saylor said. “Did you ever wonder what the parents thought about their son marrying another man?”


    “I wonder about things like that all the time,” Dan said. “And wish I didn’t have to.”


    “Point taken.”


    “But in Thom’s case his mother paid for the wedding, so presumably she approved of it. I heard the father’s been missing for twenty years, so it’s not likely he had anything to do with it unless you assume he returned in time to murder the woman everyone presumed was his son’s sister-in-law.”


    Dan heard Saylor chewing that one over. Maybe he was one of these cops who hated to be shown up. “Actually,” Saylor said. “I meant the other guy’s family. The Brazilian side.”


    “Oh. Well, I think it’s fair to say they would have disapproved of the event, had they known the real story, which I now doubt they did. Still, doesn’t it seem more likely that they would try to kill the boy rather than his wife?”


    “I’m getting to that,” Saylor said. “What if I told you I think the girl was targeted by accident and that it was really her husband that was supposed to die?”


    This gave Dan pause. “What makes you say that?” he said slowly.


    “Think about it. She looked like him. She was dressed exactly like him. With heels on, she would even have been about his height.…”


    “….and in the dark, she would look even more like him,” Dan finished.


    “Which is why everyone thought it was the boy who went overboard.” There was a satisfied tone in Saylor’s voice. “So you agree with me?”


    Dan hesitated. “It’s more than possible,” he said. “I mean, when you piece it together.”


    “I thought you’d agree,” Saylor crowed.


    Dan’s mind was racing again. “The only problem,” he said, “is that almost none of Sebastiano’s family attended the wedding.”


    “Almost?”


    “There was an old aunt,” Dan said. “She hardly looked strong enough to harm anyone, let alone toss someone overboard. But…” Dan mulled this over, “…why would it have to be someone in Sebastiano’s family?”


    “Exactly!” Saylor paused triumphantly. “Did you know the best man was rumoured to be having an affair with the groom?”


    “I’d heard something to that effect,” Dan said, thinking now would be the time to throw Saylor off track. “But I’ve got a better one for you.” He heard Saylor breathing heavily as he waited. “Did you know about the will?”


    “What will?”


    Dan felt the cop being drawn in. “Apparently there was a provision in the grandfather’s will that left money to the first brother who married.”


    Saylor whistled. “Interesting! So where does that leave us?”


    Dan tapped a pencil. He looked at the clock on his phone display. The morning was ticking by and he’d barely made any headway with the files in front of him.


    “Pete, that leaves me stuck in my dingy office and you out enjoying the beauties of Prince Edward County.”


    “Touché.”


    “I better go. I’ll check in with you, brother.”


    He’d barely hung up when the phone rang again. It was Trevor, calling to say in that appealing voice of his that he was in town to catch a plane back to B.C. that evening. Was there even a remote chance Dan would have time for lunch?


    Of course I would, Dan thought. For a guy like that, work could wait.


    An hour later, they sat across from one another upstairs at Spring Rolls, dishes scattered over the table. Trevor was dressed in greens and tans, his wavy hair echoing the shell pattern on his shirt. Dan filled him in on the revelations surrounding Daniella’s death. Trevor was surprised to hear about the pregnancy and was more than a little shocked to learn the length the pair had gone in perpetrating the deception. Daniella’s jealousy had nearly blown it the evening before the wedding, Dan noted, when she’d claimed to have it in her power to stop the ceremony if she chose.


    “Too bad she didn’t — she might still be alive,” Trevor observed.


    Reluctantly, Dan confessed what he’d done after discovering Bill and Thom were having an affair. Trevor listened, his face neutral. Dan searched for judgment in his expression, but found none.


    Finally, Trevor said, “Boy, you play for keeps, don’t you?”


    Dan looked down, his hands splayed across the table. “If I said it was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, would that make it any more understandable?”


    “I’m not saying I don’t understand. A lot of guys would probably want to have done what you did, but I doubt many of them would have the balls to go ahead and let the consequences be damned.”


    “I’m just hoping to hell what Thom said about getting himself and Sebastiano tested was true.”


    “I’ve no doubt it was. I know Thom — he doesn’t fool around when it comes to things like that. He’s obsessive, especially with new boyfriends. I know he’d be right there with Sebastiano when the test results came back. He’d want to make sure he was getting a disease-free playground. That’s why he went to the trouble of getting the tests done.”


    Dan fingered his water glass. “That’s what I figured. Still, it was stupid. I took no satisfaction from it.”


    Trevor looked at him slyly. “None?”


    Dan felt himself blushing. “Okay, yeah — it was hot. But now all I can think about is how stupid I was.”


    “Revenge is sweet.” Trevor’s expression turned serious. “I gather my cousin will have other things to worry about if they’re looking at Daniella’s death as a possible murder. I know it’s none of my business, but do they actually think he might have killed her?”


    “No, I don’t think so. Calling it suspicious is still a step away from declaring it foul play. They may think he had a motive to kill her, but that’s different.”


    Trevor looked out the window and down at the traffic doing a soft-shoe shuffle along Yonge Street. “It seems unbelievable we were attending a wedding a few days ago and now it’s a murder investigation.”


    The room was nearly empty. They were among the last diners. Their waiter sat at another table tabulating his receipts. For once he didn’t seem in a hurry to have them leave.


    “I know this is also none of my business … but what are you going to do about Bill?”


    Dan’s eyes darted away then back. “What would you do?”


    “I’d probably make plans to break up with him and then not have the guts to go through with it.” Trevor looked sidelong at Dan. “On the other hand, if I were you, I’d ditch the bastard and accept my offer for a visit to the Left Coast.”


    Dan laughed softly.


    “I’m serious. If you need a place to get away, some place safe to visit. No strings.” He shrugged. “Though I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find you sexy as hell. I’m sorry if that seems to be an inappropriate comment right now, for any number of reasons.”


    “No apology necessary,” Dan said. “And ditto for you.”


    Trevor put a hand on Dan’s wrist and rubbed his thumb against the skin next to his watchband. He sat back. “Time to go, I’m afraid.”


    Outside, traffic crawled through the intersection. Pedestrians brushed impatiently past Dan and Trevor as they stood outside a dollar store with a boarded-up front window and a sign: We Moving! To the north, the Brass Rail, Green Mango, and the Shoe Company vied for signage. A few doors away, another Starbucks, ubiquitous as mosquitoes. Urban life unfurled in one long, unending street named for its promise of eternal youth.


    An Asian man went by with an anxious face. Korean, Dan thought. Or possibly Vietnamese. Probably sent here by his parents after a lifetime of saving to get him to the land of dreams, where he now worked two jobs to send money home and pay them back for the rest of his life for having given him what they would never have. He lingered on the steps of the Brass Rail, torn between duty and the posters of girls with their biologically impossible breasts inviting him in. A ferret-faced man approached and spoke a few soft words, the salesman’s surreptitious pitch. The Asian man’s eyes flickered nervously over at the strip club, then back to the man. Go for the girls, buddy, Dan thought.


    Two doors up, a bleached-blonde dressed in suburban shopping mall jeans two sizes too small lingered in front of a shoe display. She had Tweetie Bird tattooed on her left shoulder, a bruise under her right eye. Whose sad little dolly are you? Dan wondered, mapping the clues that might help him or one of his colleagues decide where to begin looking when the expected phone call didn’t come, the key didn’t turn in the lock.


    Trevor’s voice intruded. “Remember, my offer’s there any time you need it.”


    “What was the name of that island you live on again?”


    “Mayne Island. It’s part of the Southern Gulf chains. Guaranteed to be the most restful place your mind has ever visited.”


    Dan didn’t think he’d heard of it and doubted he would again. A cab pulled up and Trevor stepped in.


    “Let’s keep in touch,” Trevor said.


    “Will do.”


    Dan shut the door with a pang of regret as he watched the cab sail around the corner.

  


  
    Fourteen



    Klingsor’s Castle



    The message light was flashing like a storm warning when Dan got back to his office. He didn’t recognize the number, but he knew the voice. Thom and his mother had heard from the Picton OPP regarding Daniella’s death. Remembering Dan’s connection with the officer who’d taken their statements, Bill had offered them Dan’s assistance. He was calling from the Killingworth’s residence in Forest Hill. He concluded with an address and a time for Dan to drop by that afternoon. “Thanks for doing this, buddy. I’ll see you there.”


    Dan played it through twice. There was nothing personal in the communication, no inquiry into his well-being, though that wasn’t unusual for Bill. He wondered what Bill had in mind when he’d offered his help. As much as Dan disliked the presumption that he’d show up on — he glanced at the clock — two hours’ notice, he was already scrambling through his office organizer to free up his schedule.


    He rebooked his first meeting then emailed Sally with the rest of his appointments, asking her to make sure they were followed up. As usual, there was no answer on Bill’s cell. Dan left a message to say he’d do whatever he could for the Killingworths then picked up the phone and dialled the number for the Picton OPP. Saylor took his call.


    “Detective Constable Saylor here.”


    “Hey, Pete — Dan Sharp.”


    The surprise in Saylor’s voice was audible. “Don’t tell me. It just occurred to you how brilliant my theory was and you’ve called to tell me so.”


    “Bang on,” Dan said.


    “And other than that?”


    “I was just wondering. How much have you told the Killingworths about the investigation?”


    Saylor hesitated. “Only that the death was considered suspicious.”


    “Any personal details?”


    “You mean the pregnancy? No — I spared them that. Remember, she’s not their family.”


    “Then do me a favour. Let me break it to them. I’m going over there this afternoon.”


    There was a pause as Saylor calculated this request and its consequences. “All right, but you didn’t hear it from me. And mum’s the word on my private theory, mind.”


    Poplar Plains Crescent was the city’s most desirable mid-town street. A long-time WASP enclave, with rows of high-banked old money estates, it had begrudgingly given way to the ranks of wealthy immigrant families only in the past decade. Or maybe not so begrudgingly — there were just so many old money families left in Toronto, and not all of them wanted to live on a hill in an enchanted forest. Especially not now, with the newcomers changing the tone of everything.


    Dan drove south, noting the declining numbers. He was momentarily stunned when he saw the one he wanted. The Killingworths’ in-town residence made their country home look like a summer cottage. Someone in the family had a preference for imposing structures. One of the grande dames of a bygone age, this was Bayreuth and Klingsor’s magic castle rolled into one.


    Dan parked curbside and climbed the stone walk past a rose garden and the trunks of a dozen century-old trees. A servant answered his ring, a bent and withered ancient whose presence seemed to have been wrested from the earth. He stood there, grim in a hair-shirt, guarding the ancestral realms.


    The walk-in foyer was lined with oak panels and overhung by the polished links of an eight-tiered chandelier. Terra cotta angels danced on the perimeter above the entrance. It might have been the first sight glimpsed by the dead entering Valhalla. Dan’s coat was hung in a closet the size of most people’s living rooms. A staircase twisted up and out of view. Dan recognized the glowering features of Nathaniel Macaulay — another oil portrait. This one clearly predated the one in Adolphustown. Still, the family forebear looked no friendlier at thirty-something than his aged self had. “Malevolent” was the word that came to mind. Dan wondered if they made portrait subjects sit on tacks back then.


    He was shown into a sitting room and left alone, half-expecting to be given an admonishment not to touch the valuables. A damask weave sofa and two armchairs commanded centre stage; a vase of blossoms, gigantic and pale-pink, languished on an oval table. A fireplace with a cavity large enough to stand upright in filled the north wall. In medieval times, it might have served to feed the king and his men as they passed through on their way to the crusades. In the front window, lid cocked, a full-size grand piano waited expectantly, keys glittering like freshly minted teeth beside a gold-framed harp and standing cello. Dan wouldn’t have been surprised to see a circus troupe waiting in readiness, with a couple of prancing ponies and a small corps de ballet to complete the set. Was it Thom or his world that Bill was in love with? Dan mused.


    After a moment’s wait, Thom entered with his mother. He was dressed in jeans and a white shirt and seemed to have recovered from his ordeal. He took Dan’s hand, greeting him with an earnest sobriety, like old comrades who’d been fighting the same battle for years. Lucille, somewhat more subdued, wore a chaste beige sweater over a long black knitted dress, possibly her attempt at mourning. In the room’s autumnal light she appeared more severe than Dan recalled, her face pinked with syllables of exhaustion or worry. He could see the family resemblance now, the wide, intelligent brow, the long, full cheekbones, the gold under-toned hair.


    She offered him a hand. “Thank you for taking time out of your busy day to come all this way to see us,” she began, her voice suggesting fragility. She gestured toward the sofa. “Please, sit.”


    Dan sat on the end near the fireplace. Thom sank into one of the wide chairs across from him. Lucille remained standing. Nervousness, Dan thought. Or maybe she intended to keep things brief.


    She clasped her hands and addressed him directly. “As you know, we’re anxious to learn as much as we can about this terrible situation,” she began, her voice quickly regaining its equipoise. “Naturally, we’re shaken by this poor girl’s death. I can only imagine how her family must feel.” She stopped and looked at Thom. “My son and I thought — in light of what’s occurred — that it would be best if we were prepared for whatever might happen next. Bill McFarland felt you might be able to help.…”


    Dan saw this as his cue to jump in with words of reassurance, possibly wisdom, though he doubted that what he had to say would fall into either category. “I might have a bit of information that will help,” he said. “I’ve been in touch with a constable at the Picton OPP detachment. I believe you already know they’re treating Daniella’s death as suspicious.”


    “Yes,” Lucille said with a shiver. “That’s what’s so worrisome. It seems ghastly to think anyone could suspect that one of our guests might have had something to do with this. Have they considered that it might simply have been an accident?”


    “I’m sure they have. It’s routine to treat a death as suspicious unless it was clearly the result of an accident. Without any witnesses, they have to consider other possibilities.”


    Lucille absently fingered one of the pink blossoms. Begonia, Dan thought. Or maybe peony. He thought of tissue-paper pompoms used to decorate wedding cars. Not funeral flowers.


    Lucille continued. “But several people have said she was quite inebriated before she fell overboard. A number of people saw her drinking heavily that evening. Surely they must realize it was a case of a tragic, drunken fall?”


    “The autopsy revealed there was no alcohol in her system,” Dan said. “In fact, she hadn’t been drinking at all.”


    “Is that possible?” Lucille’s face resumed its pensive look. “Even so, what makes them think it could be anything but an accident?”


    “There was a large bruise on her forehead just under the hairline above her right temple. Thom saw it.”


    Lucille looked to her son, who nodded. “And … that’s why they think she may have been murdered?”


    “I don’t think the police would use the word ‘murder’ at this point. The bruise is one reason they’re treating the death as suspicious,” Dan said.


    “Will we need alibis?” Thom said suddenly.


    “They’ll probably ask people to state where they were once they determine when Daniella fell overboard,” Dan said. “The window of time in which it could have occurred is small. Can either of you say with accuracy where you were right before you heard of her disappearance? Or rather, Sebastiano’s disappearance, since that’s who people seemed to think had fallen overboard. If it comes to that, we may all have to prove where we were at the time.”


    “I was with Bill,” Thom said, running a hand through his hair. “We went off for a little drink and a private chat. He was … concerned about something.”


    “And I was in the stateroom with my guests the entire time,” Lucille said. “But still, do you think it will come to that?”


    “I hope not,” Dan said. “In fact, I rather doubt it. The only people who might have to worry about providing alibis will be anyone who was wandering alone on the upper decks at the time Daniella disappeared.”


    Lucille wrapped her arms around herself and looked over at Thom. “I guess it’s time to call Larry,” she said softly.


    “Our family attorney,” Thom said, to Dan’s inquisitive glance.


    Dan wondered why they’d hesitated to call him before now. His thought was interrupted by Lucille.


    “I was hoping to keep this out of the papers,” she said grimly. “But it’s already been all over the news. The ‘troubled Killingworth family.’ They’ve even dragged up my husband’s disappearance.”


    “I’m sorry to hear,” Dan said. “I hope things are resolved as quickly as possible.”


    “Thank you.” She gave him a resigned smile, the gracious hostess whose concern is first and foremost for the comfort of her guest.


    “Where is Sebastiano? If I may ask?”


    Thom answered. “We’ve arranged for him to stay at a hotel downtown until the body is released. Then he’ll go home with Daniella. Under the circumstances, we thought it best that he was somewhere else.”


    “Of course. It would be difficult to have him around. There is one other thing you might want to know,” Dan said, looking from mother to son. “Daniella was pregnant when she died.”


    Thom’s face flushed. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


    “How awful,” Lucille said quietly.


    “My god,” Thom said, anger overtaking the shock. He turned to the fireplace. “These people were unbelievable!” His mother put a hand on his shoulder. Thom turned to face Dan again. “We had no idea. None!”


    “It is quite incredible,” said Lucille. “To think that Thom was so thoroughly deceived by these people. Is there anything else we should know?”


    “Not at the moment,” Dan said. “But I’ll let you know anything I find out — provided I have a legal right to do so.”


    “I understand,” said Lucille. “We wouldn’t ask you to do anything that might compromise yourself.” She took his hand and squeezed it warmly. “You’ve done a great deal to ease our minds, Daniel. Thank you. Is there anything we can do for you?”


    Dan’s eyes met hers. For a moment he wondered again why he was here. He couldn’t see that he’d done or said anything that might be of use. “Not at all. I’m happy you feel I’ve been helpful.”


    “Then we won’t keep you,” Lucille said. “Thank you again. My son will see you to the door.” She swept out of the room with more assurance than when she’d entered, her conscience eased, her heels making small clicking sounds.


    Thom sat shaking his head and looking down at the floor. “Fucking hell,” he said at last. “This is really awful.”


    “I’m sorry things have turned out so badly,” Dan said.


    “I can’t believe I trusted that guy. I mean, I’m not naïve. I knew I was helping him, but obviously he was just waiting to get his citizenship, then he would have dumped me and brought her in as his wife.”


    “I doubt they would have got away with it,” Dan said.


    “And the pregnancy! I guess I can tell you why I — why my mother and I — were shocked when you mentioned it. A good portion of my grandfather’s money is held in trust for the first great-grandchild.”


    A clock chimed three. It had been less than half an hour since he arrived, but Dan felt he’d been there for ages. “Did Sebastiano know?”


    “He knew.” Thom made a sound of disgust. “And I agreed to it. They duped me completely. The plan was for her to have a child with help from a fertility clinic after the wedding. But it was supposed to be my child! I might never have known!”


    He looked tormented, as he had the morning they’d gone to identify Daniella’s body, as though truth had a demoralizing rather than an edifying effect on him. Thom was one of the ones who got no relief from the knowing, Dan saw.


    Thom straightened suddenly and laid a hand on Dan’s knee. There was nothing lascivious in the gesture, his expression set beyond all that. “Thank you,” he said. “You’ve really been great about everything. I’ll tell Bill how helpful you’ve been.”


    “I was happy to help.”


    Thom stood. In the hallway, Dan said, “I thought Bill was going to be here. His message gave me that impression.”


    “No, I don’t think Bill intended to be here this afternoon. At least not that I was aware of.”


    Something in Thom’s expression suggested otherwise. Dan ignored it. He busied himself with his leave-taking. The putting on of his jacket, followed by a patting of pockets and the double-checking — Ah, here they are! — for his keys. They both pretended to be taken in by this dumbshow. Thom’s self-assurance had returned. He shook his head sympathetically. “Maybe Bill changed his mind.”


    “I must have misunderstood,” Dan said.


    Thom opened the door and Dan stepped through into what was, all things considered, just another ordinary day. The world beyond seemed a little less dazzling than the one he was leaving. He hadn’t wanted to be there. Now that he was, he didn’t want to leave.


    “I’ll be in touch,” he said.


    The drive across St. Clair and down Bayview delivered him to his driveway in less than twenty minutes. He could have returned to the office, but he wouldn’t have been able to concentrate. On the way home, he mulled over his visit to the Killingworths. He hadn’t helped them in any way he could see. Had they simply wanted hand-holding? He pulled out his cell and left a message for Bill saying how the meeting went.


    Ralph did an anxious little dance at the back door, wanting to be let out. Then he came back in and settled on his bed in the corner. Ked wasn’t due for another two hours. There was nothing further demanding Dan’s attention. Me Time, he told himself. It had been weeks since he’d been jogging. His leg muscles ached with anticipation.


    He stood on the rise over Riverdale Park with its view of the downtown skyline. The city spread out like a medical cadaver, the skin peeled back to reveal the working organs, muscles, and nervous system. It seemed incredible to think he’d lived here for twenty years. He padded across the metal footbridge, down the stairs, and turned north. His run took him through a drainage tunnel echoing with the chirps of mechanical frogs — some civil servant’s idea of an ecological joke — under the arches of the Bloor Viaduct. Above, subway trains and rush hour traffic raced along as the 905-ers abandoned the city for another day.


    His feet pounded the trail as his mind melded with the green space whizzing past. He climbed a gradient running headlong with the Don Valley Parkway — more cars escaping the city. Here the path headed toward Pottery Road and the supposed haven of leafy suburbs or, if you turned right instead of left, on to Scarborough, where it was said that bad Torontonians went when they died. (The good ones, presumably, going to Vancouver.)


    A helicopter hovered overhead, stuck in the loop of rush-hour traffic reports. A posse of bikers passed in the other direction, heading for the lakeshore trail, always crowded with roller-bladers and dog walkers these days. Dan preferred the quiet of the valley where passersby were less frequently encountered.


    Now and again, the Don River appeared through the trees in patches of brown flecked with yellow foam. Toronto was probably the only major city in the world to relinquish the chance to commercialize a river running through its centre. While that might have seemed an ecologically sound choice, in reality the river had been slowly poisoned by surreptitious chemical dumps and garbage spills, and left to fill instead with abandoned shopping carts, stolen bicycles, and cast-off tires. Merchants would have shown more concern for its appearance and welfare. Dan thought of Ked’s enthusiasm for the decrepit world of Blade Runner. Perhaps some enterprising young dreamer would one day populate the Don’s turgid depths with robotic fish to accompany the chirping of the mechanical frogs.


    He came to the top of the rise. He’d meant to take this time to think about Bill, but instead he was worrying about water pollution. A chorus of images from the weekend jarred his thinking. He remembered the rush of betrayal he’d felt hearing Bill confess his love for Thom. It went a long way toward explaining why Bill found intimacy so hard. Dan, on the other hand, had no such difficulties. It had been easy to devote himself to Bill, though common sense told him his lover wasn’t as dedicated in return. Did it ultimately matter? Was the cool affection Bill showed him enough? Maybe the other would grow with time. Or maybe he just needed to recognize when he’d been kicked in the balls.


    With a sudden swoop, the helicopter turned away from the valley, disappearing in the clouds. He’d just topped the hill, his breathing nicely measured, when he saw the biker in full riding gear racing toward him. The guy braked a few feet off — the near-collision hadn’t really been that near, all things considered.


    The biker flipped up his sun visor and smiled. Two travellers meeting on a lonely road. He leaned down to unstrap a water bottle from the bike frame. “Is this the way to Pottery Road?” he asked, taking several long gulps.


    “No,” Dan said, breaking his pace. “This way heads down to the lake. You probably just passed Pottery Road. Didn’t you cross a roadway a few minutes back?”


    The biker laughed softly and admitted he had.


    “That was Pottery Road. If you head back and turn right under the bridge, you’ll hit Broadview. A left would take you to the Bayview Extension.”


    The man nodded. He seemed to be checking Dan out. “Are you Dan Sharp?”


    “Yes,” Dan said, perplexed. He usually had great recall for faces. Maybe it was the helmet. “Have we met?”


    “Oh, you don’t know me,” the man said. “But I’ve heard of you. You date Bill McFarland, don’t you?”


    Dan cocked his head curiously. “Yes.”


    The man gave him a thorough once-over. “I saw you in a video. You’re pretty sizeable.”


    Dan shook his head. “Who showed you a video of me?”


    The man laughed like it was a private joke. “Bill did.”


    The path extended in both directions, giving a good vantage to oncoming traffic. They were alone on a windy hill.


    “Would you like a blow job?” the cyclist asked. “There’s no one around.”


    Dan clenched his teeth. “No, I don’t want a blow job.”


    The cyclist persisted. “I’d love to get my lips on it.”


    Dan’s hands went out palms-first, pushing him up against the wire fence. If he could, he would have pushed him and his bicycle down the hill and into the bramble. Fucking Bill, he thought. How fucking dare he? Dan held a fist in the man’s terrified face. “How would you like your lips on this?”


    “You’re a fucking madman!” the cyclist choked out.


    Dan relaxed his grip and the man slid down the fence to the pavement. “Pottery Road is that way,” Dan said, pointing. He took off at a trot.


    Dan heard a match being struck on the other end of the phone as he tossed a shoe into a corner. Sweat ran down his chest under his nylon trainer where he lay sprawled in the living room chair. The dampness in his crotch was making his balls cling to his shorts. He’d started by recounting the incident on the trail, followed with a review of the events of the weekend, and ended with a full confession about his bare-backing tryst with Sebastiano. He tossed the other shoe into the corner and waited.


    “Tell me you didn’t just say that,” Donny said.


    He’d sympathized with the story about the lustful biker and listened respectfully as Dan detailed the events leading to Daniella’s death, but now he was angry. Quietly angry. “Okay, I really don’t want to know any of this, but it’s too late because you’ve already told me.” All this in a calm, cool voice. “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard come out of your mouth.” He took a drag on the cigarette. “Do I have to list all the men we know who are no longer alive because they did something like that — just once — and paid for it with their lives?”


    “I know. I know how stupid it was.”


    “Good. Glad to hear it. But what I’m wondering, what I’m dying to know, is what you’re going to do about it. And by ‘it’ I mean that piece of shit you’ve been dating for the past year.”


    “Let’s not get — okay, okay — I suggested counselling a couple times, but he’s not interested.”


    Donny made a strangled sound. His tone was pure exasperation. “Of course he’s not interested! It’s a perfect arrangement — for him. He gets all the sex he wants and keeps you hanging on hoping for more. But the man is not capable of more. Meanwhile, he makes videotapes of the two of you having sex without your knowledge to show to his locker room buddies and god knows who else. And just so you know, those counselling things never work. Jamie and I tried it just before we broke up.…”


    “I didn’t know that. What happened?”


    “We ended up sleeping with our counsellor. Then we broke up.”


    Dan pressed a forearm across his eyes, shutting out the light. His post-jog endorphin high was fading and the fatigue setting in. “So what are you suggesting?”


    He heard another drag followed by a quick exhalation — important things needed to be said. “I’ve given you my opinion on that one a dozen times already. Get rid of him. Bill treats you like a rent boy because you let him. Ask yourself this: with all his wonderful bedroom acrobatics and his classy townhouse and rich friends and artfully dyed but rapidly thinning hair — does he feel anything for you?”


    “Even if he doesn’t, how does that make me a rent boy? I always pay my own way.”


    Donny harrumphed. “It makes you a rent boy because he’s interested only in one piece of your anatomy … and it isn’t your heart.”


    “How do I know what he feels for me? Maybe Bill doesn’t even know what he really feels.”


    “Does he know your middle name? Has he memorized lines from your favourite movie? Does he make camp references to your mother’s side of the family in public or whisper your secret nickname in stirring undertones during sex?”


    “Well, the latter, at least.”


    Donny paused. “Really?”


    “I’ll never tell you what it is, so don’t ask.”


    Donny snorted. “As if I need to ask.”


    “You might be surprised.”


    “If it’s not ‘Beercan,’ I will be.” The cigarette noises started in earnest again. “Remind me — how long have you two been dating?”


    “A little over a year.”


    Donny whistled. “A little over a year! And how many times has he slept over at your place in that time?”


    “You know Bill doesn’t sleep over.…”


    “So therefore none.” The tone said it would brook no opposition. “And in that time you’ve slept over at his place, what … twenty-five, maybe thirty times?”


    “Something like that. Maybe less. It’s only on the weekends when Ked stays at Kendra’s place....”


    “There are fifty-two weekends in a year … you see what I’m saying?”


    “No, I don’t actually.”


    “I’m saying that out of consideration for you he could have split the difference and stayed at your place some of those nights.”


    “It’s not important to me.”


    “Apparently not. Out of curiosity, how long was your last relationship?”


    “With David Bonner?”


    “You tell me. I don’t keep track of your boyfriends.”


    “Three … maybe four months.”


    “Right. I seem to recall he was CEO of some import firm. Very successful, too. What happened to him?”


    Dan lifted his arm from his face and looked out. Rain clouds had gathered. “David was insecure. Apparently my size bothered him, because he felt I was out of his league. I told him size didn’t matter but ...”


    “The second gay lie!”


    “What’s the first?”


    “Take your pick: I’ll love you forever or I won’t put this on the Internet. Ba-dump. What happened to him?”


    “I got tired of telling him it was all right. It was such a drama just to get him into the bedroom. I eventually stopped returning his calls.”


    Donny made a flushing sound. “What about before that? Who came before David?”


    “Perry Donaldson. That only lasted a month.”


    “I remember him — the accountant. Also very successful. Nice guy, but a terrible pianist. What happened there?”


    “Perry had a huge hang-up about his mother. He could never see me on Fridays because that was their night to speak on the phone. She hated that her only son was gay and he was tormented by guilt over it. I told him if he wanted to see me then either he had to set his mother straight or stop complaining about her to me.”


    “And he didn’t?”


    “No and no.”


    “So he got the big flush too?””


    “Yeah … I guess so.”


    “And what about Gordon, that nice banker in Rosedale?”


    “I never dated him.”


    “No, but you were friends. Good friends, in fact. Why haven’t I heard you talk about him in a dog’s age?”


    Dan hesitated. “We don’t really … talk anymore.”


    Donny jumped on this. “Why?”


    “It got too difficult. He was always too busy to do anything.”


    “I think you said you saw him flirting with Bill.”


    “That too. It pissed me off. I don’t think that’s acceptable behaviour from a friend, no matter what anybody says about the gay moral code.”


    “And I say you’re right. No one should flirt with your man in front of you. Behind your back’s another story, but I’m not telling that one right now. Are you seeing a pattern here, Danny Boy?”


    “No — should I?”


    Donny sighed. “I’ll say. You date these highly successful guys or become friends with them till they piss you off, then they all get the royal flush and you withdraw your affection. It’s how you punish people who get close to you.”


    “I don’t think that’s — am I really that complex?”


    “No, you’re that simple.”


    Dan felt the sting. “Well, what would you suggest?”


    “Get some loyal friends and a lover without hang-ups? I don’t know.” Donny exhaled impatiently. “Did you ever get close to any of them? Close enough that you thought you might have been in love?”


    “Not really. But I was fond of them.”


    “Ah! The big revelation — you were fond of them. How sweet.” Donny was silent for a moment. The cigarette started up again. “Just out of curiosity, will you tell your therapist about your Brazilian weekend adventure?”


    “No! Are you crazy? I tell him I dream of cuddly bunnies, not urges to kill myself. I want out of those fucking sessions.”


    “Can I assume that if you lie to your therapist, then you probably don’t trust him?”


    Dan tried for a confessional tone. “You’re the only one I trust,” he said, but Donny resisted the efforts to pacify him. “I hope you realize that’s a compliment.”


    “Oh, I do! And I’m sure you’re fond of me, too.”


    “I resent that ...” Dan began, but Donny cut him off.


    “And now for the question du jour, Mr. Sharp. Apart from that little mishap on the boat between Bill and his dear friend Thom, do you still cling to the pathetic fiction that you have an exclusive relationship with Miss Doctor?”


    Donny had never pushed him this far before. He seemed to be going for broke. Dan’s voice hardened. “I don’t hold proprietary claims to his body, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    “It is what I’m asking and, no, you don’t, because if I told you the places I’ve seen him in, and the positions I’ve seen him in, and the men I’ve seen in him....”


    “Okay, okay!” Dan interrupted. “Just tell me you haven’t had him.”


    “I’m not that low that I’d steal a friend’s lover. Or that desperate that I’d fuck someone I despise.”


    There was another pause followed by a long, slow inhalation. Dan could almost hear the nicotine seeping through Donny’s lungs and into his bloodstream. He wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of a response.


    “You want to know what I’m thinking?” Donny said at last.


    “No, actually I don’t, so I should probably hang up….”


    “No — you’re right. You don’t want to know.” The voice remained cool, smoke trapped in ice — there was no stopping this boy. “But I’m going to tell you anyway. What I’m thinking is that maybe you like it this way.”


    “Like what?”


    “Your relationships. You date high-class losers to make yourself feel better. It’s why all your relationships are at arms-length. You don’t trust anyone and you don’t let anyone get close to you. And sooner or later, either they leave you or you dump them.”


    Dan felt the lump in his throat. He felt flattened, as though his heart had been run over by a garbage truck. “Is that what you really think?”


    “It is.”


    Dan affected a lighter tone, but the strain came through. “What are friends for,” his voice cracked, “if not to beat up on you and tell you how screwed up you really are?”


    “Well, then I hope you’re listening, Daniel, because I am your last friend.”


    It was true. Dan thought of all the people he’d pushed away, ignored, or abandoned in the past few years alone. He thought of his father and how he’d cut off contact between them for the final decade of his life. He wouldn’t be surprised if the line stretched back through his entire existence. He felt annihilated.


    Dan wanted the conversation to end, for the combatants to remove their gloves and shake hands, to prove themselves simply worthy opponents, neither with a desire to destroy the other. But Donny’s voice had taken on an edge.


    “By your own admission, you seem to have run everybody else off. How do you like your island, Mr. Crusoe?” Just as suddenly, his tone softened. “You know, I keep waiting for you to snap on me and shut me out. I thought this little talk might do it, but I guess I haven’t crossed the line yet. Or dare I hope I’m exempt from your anger?”


    Dan shut his eyes and leaned his head against the chair. He wasn’t willing to admit how close to home Donny had hit. “You’re too amusing for me to get rid of,” he said.


    “I think it’s very clever how you avoid answering the real questions. Still — I think you like it when I challenge you, because everyone else is too scared to tell you off. Am I right?”


    “Everyone but you and Ked,” Dan said, his voice too far gone for a joking tone. He pressed his thumb and forefinger against his eyes, making the darkness sparkle under the lids.


    “The kid’s got balls the size of grenades. He’d have to, with a father like you.”


    “Okay, enough!” Any farther and he’d say things he might never be able to take back. “I have to go,” Dan said, but kept the phone to his ear.


    “Will I hear from you again?” Donny asked quietly. “Or is this the big flush?”


    Dan felt the ice running in his veins, a dead cold that made him want to strike back. He wanted to put distance between them. There were things even friends shouldn’t say.


    “Do you hate me now?” Donny asked.


    “Why would I hate you?”


    “Just answer the question.”


    Dan opened his eyes, the sparkles slipping into a lacy-edged nothingness. “Maybe.” He waited. “And maybe I’d be justified if I did.”


    “Justified.” Donny sighed. “I think you do hate me right now, even though you won’t admit it. You hate me for telling you the truth about yourself. I can hear that detached tone you WASP-y folk get in your voices when you talk about the people you don’t talk about any more.”


    “I’m pretty angry about some of the things you said just now.”


    “Good — anger’s fine. It’s okay. You can toss it right back at me. You’ve pissed me off plenty too. But I don’t want to lose your friendship, Dan. I respect you and, yes, I love you too. I really love you. And that’s the bottom line for me.” Donny took a drag and exhaled. Dan heard the sound of a cigarette being stabbed out with finality. “I just hope you know that.”


    Silence stretched between them. Donny was right. How could you not hate someone who exposed your lies and contradictions, and left you defenceless against your carefully constructed fictions? “Thanks,” Dan said, politeness being the makeshift best he could do.


    “For what? For pissing you off?”


    “For challenging me. Maybe I needed someone to say those things.”


    The haughty tone came back into Donny’s voice. “I guarantee you needed it. But if I have to,” the tone shifted again, “I’ll take back everything and we can just pretend I never said a word of it. So we can still be friends.”


    “No. Don’t do that. Just give me time to think it over.”


    “Okay.” Donny waited. “Talk to you soon?”


    “Sure.”


    “You call me or I’ll call you?”


    “I’ll call you.”


    Dan put the receiver down and stared at the wall. The room had shrunk over the last few minutes. He tried to ignore the nameless sorrow under his skin, the gnawing doubts that mocked his hope that life could be a fine thing or that happiness was possible. An acid loneliness came pouring in — the same loneliness that enticed him to drink and told him he had no friends except the one on the table in front of him.


    He wished he knew someone he could talk to about the ache that never went away. Not just for the things Donny had said, but for all the times he’d given his best and life had short-changed him. All the times he’d wished for things to be different. And while he was wishing, why not wish for a partner who cared about him the way he, Dan, cared about others? He wished he could phone Bill and pour his heart out and make things right between them, but Bill was only interested in repairing hearts, not soothing or reassuring them.

  


  
    Fifteen



    Services Rendered



    Saylor called again the following week. Given his increasing involvement in the case, Dan wasn’t surprised to hear from the Picton cop a second time. He listened patiently while Saylor updated him. He was exhibiting all the symptoms of over-zealous determination, including tracking the girl’s whereabouts before her death. The long arm of the law reaching out beyond the grave.


    “By the way, are you still talking to those people?” Saylor asked.


    “The Killingworths?”


    “Those would be the ones.”


    “No — I’ve left off with that.”


    “Very interesting, what I’ve come up with.” This apparently was Dan’s cue to ask him to elaborate. When Dan said nothing, Saylor continued. “The girl had actually been in the country almost a month before the wedding, which is curious when you consider that she was here with her husband and not her brother. It gets more interesting though. That pregnancy?” Dan’s ears picked up. “She was booked into an abortion clinic in Montreal.”


    “What?” Suddenly Dan was very interested.


    “She went in for a consultation two weeks ago. She was supposed to have gone in for the full procedure last week, but she never showed up.”


    Dan whistled. “I wonder who was behind it?”


    “I thought you’d never ask,” Saylor said. “The operation was arranged and paid for by Lucille Killingworth.”


    A surprise piece of the puzzle slipping into a very unexpected space. “Oh, man!” Dan said.


    “I’d give a million bucks to know what was going on there,” Saylor said. “How did they react when you told them about the pregnancy?”


    Dan flashed on the scene in the drawing room at the Killingworth home. He recalled the tense looks on both faces, but it had only been Thom who’d disavowed any knowledge of it.


    “And she never said anything to the contrary?” Saylor asked.


    “No, but she looked pretty shocked too.”


    “I guess she would be if she thought she’d taken care of it.” There was a silence on the line then Saylor said, “Do you think the son was telling the truth when he said he didn’t know about it?”


    “I’m inclined to believe it,” Dan said, sketching in Thom’s revelation about provisions for a first grandchild in his grandfather’s will.


    “So legally speaking, because of the marriage any inheritance money would have belonged to the baby, whether it was Thom Killingworth’s DNA or not?”


    “I guess. I can’t say for sure. I’m sure a lawyer would happily argue that.”


    “Well, well — that’s interesting news,” Saylor said.


    “When you put it that way, yes.”


    “I’m all over it, buddy. You keep in touch now.”


    The date was circled on his calendar. He’d scheduled a meeting with the family of the missing fifteen-year-old. He was too rushed to eat so he ordered coffee in and tried to concentrate on the file. Telling parents their teenage son was involved in prostitution was always a delicate matter. Dan thought about his own boyhood. If he’d disappeared without telling anyone, would his father have found himself sitting through an interview like this, explaining how Dan had run away because he felt unloved and unwanted? If asked about identifying markings, would he have mentioned the scar running down the right side of Dan’s face from the time he’d thrown him against a doorframe? Probably not. Dan had let his father off easy by announcing his departure.


    Just before one o’clock, Sally knocked and opened the door, giving Dan an odd look. The Philips entered, introduced themselves as Gloria and Paul, and sat before Dan could offer. Everything about them was loud. The only thing standing between the father and a caveman, in Dan’s estimation, was about three grunts. He could have been a mail-order hitman — muscles constricted in his shirtsleeves, his neck a bulbous pillar wider than his face, hair a shock of white greased to his skull. The mother had the air of a woman whose glory days ran along the lines of head cheerleader at Wawa Senior High. Dressed in a Hallelujah Pink sweater with matching lipstick and nails, plunging neckline, and thigh-high skirt, she’d toned down the look with a black nylon windbreaker, placing her one solitary rung above her husband on the evolutionary ladder.


    Dan thought he detected an odour — it might have been two — of something faintly melony covering the scent of fried fish. A moment passed before he could distinguish that the fruity smell was coming from her and the fried smell from her husband. He wished he’d eaten. The combination was going to be difficult on an empty stomach.


    He asked for their version of events the night Richard disappeared. He listened with considered solemnity as Gloria Philips retold the story, tapping her pink nails on his desk for emphasis. It all sounded familiar except for one detail: Richard had been getting money from somewhere. Dan nodded as Gloria told of a series of unexpected electronic gadgets — cell phones, iPods — and overnight trips to Toronto that her son had explained as being a friend’s invitation to concerts.


    Gloria’s account ended. She eyed her husband. “His version’s the same as mine.” The human grunt nodded as Gloria looked Dan in the eye. “But I didn’t come here to hear myself talk,” she said, tapping the file. “I want you to tell me what’s being done to find my son.”


    Dan closed the file and sat back. “The reason I asked you to repeat the story is because there’s often a detail that gets overlooked, and sometimes it comes out when people talk it through. The detail that stands out here is that Richard seems to have been getting money from somewhere. Do you have any idea where it came from?”


    Gloria looked at Paul then back at Dan. “No. Maybe he was stealing it from somewhere, but not from me. I always know what’s in my purse.”


    “What do you know about the place where the police picked up your son twice in the weeks before he ran away?”


    She shook her head. “It was some place queers went to prey on young boys.”


    And yet somehow those boys always managed to find themselves in those places by accident or were inexplicably drawn to them against their will time and again, Dan finished silently, thinking of the shadows beneath the trestle that had shaped his own adolescent sex life. “Do you think that’s where your son got the money?”


    The look of disgust on Gloria’s face could have wiped the rust off a nail. “Are you telling me someone was paying my son for sex? Is that what I’m hearing you say?”


    “I’m trying to determine where he got his money.”


    Gloria’s voice was hard as flint. “He was fourteen years old! He’s too young for sex.”


    “That’s the legal age for sex. Prostitution is another matter.”


    “Who the hell made it legal for some pervert to fuck my kid up the ass at the age of fourteen?”


    Her husband squirmed in his seat. Gloria reached out and clutched his forearm, driving five pink nails into his skin, either to pacify or restrain him.


    “He’s not old enough to engage in anal sex, just oral,” Dan said.


    “Nice distinction!”


    “I’ll be honest with you,” Dan said. “We have reason to believe your son has been involved in prostitution and possibly in the pornography industry here in Toronto.”


    Her husband interrupted. “Let’s get out of here.” He looked over at Dan. “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”


    “Shut up, Paul. He’s my kid and I want him back.”


    “Yeah? Cry me a fucking river. He’ll come back with some faggot disease. And I don’t want him in my house if he does!” Her husband stood and went out, having a moment of indecision whether to slam the door with its glass plates and risk breakage or just close it loudly on his way out. His cuff caught on the knob and he effected what was, all things considered, a very prissy exit for a very large man.


    Gloria Philips leaned over the desk. She stabbed at the file with a buffed fingernail. “Find my kid. You find my kid and bring him home or I’ll have you taken off this case!”


    Dan sat rigid. “You’re welcome to request another investigator at any time, Mrs. Philips. Just as I’m free to pass the file along to somebody else.”


    “I don’t like being told off,” she said icily.


    “Neither do I. But I probably know more about finding missing teenagers than anybody else in this town. I’ve already made some progress on Richard’s case and I may make some more. If I do, I’ll let you know what I turn up.”


    “You do that, buster.” She stood and walked out of the office.


    Scary, Dan thought, wondering what reasonable chance any kid with those parents would have to grow up to be anything other than fucked up.


    Sally opened his door and peeked in. “Are they gone?”


    “It’s safe.”


    “Thank goddess!”


    “What were you saying about people not being colourful anymore?”


    “Sometimes white trash is too colourful.” She slapped something down on his desk. “Sorry to spoil your afternoon, but the fun’s over,” she said.


    Dan saw the name Daniella Ballancourt in capital letters. He opened the file. Her death was no longer being considered suspicious. The coroner had determined the bump on her head was caused during her fall from the boat. The skin around it contained traces of paint consistent with samples taken from a lifeboat strapped directly below the upper deck where she was believed to have fallen. More importantly, a couple had come forward and testified they’d observed Daniella alone on deck moments before she disappeared. She’d been bent over the rail, vomiting. When asked if she needed help, she’d turned them away. The account had been given by a respected judge and his wife. Dan recalled the older couple who’d seemed annoyed by the fright they’d had. He thought they’d said they were on the lower deck when she fell, but perhaps that was another couple. He was on the phone with Saylor again.


    “It just showed up on my desk, too,” Saylor said. “Damn!”


    “Why did it take so long for them to come forward?” Dan asked.


    “I’ve got the inside scoop on that. From what I heard, they didn’t want to be associated with the whole event, from the gay wedding right on down.”


    “Then what were they doing there in the first place?”


    “They were Lucille Killingworth’s business associates. Apparently she pressured half the Canadian establishment into going to the wedding.”


    “I heard that, too.”


    “Anyway, it looks like the case is closed. I guess that’s that.”


    “So it would seem,” Dan said. He paused. “Did you bring up the fact that Lucille Killingworth had paid for the girl’s abortion?”


    There was a hum on the line. “I did,” Saylor said. “It wasn’t well-received. Everyone here was eager to accept the verdict of accidental death. Say no more.”


    “Seems odd,” Dan said.


    “That’s what I thought.” Saylor seemed anxious to be off the phone. “Well, better luck next time. If you’re out this way, drop in and see me.”


    “Will do.”


    For once, Dan was on time to pick Ked up. His friend the “ruffian” was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they’d had a falling out, though Ked didn’t really fight with other kids. Maybe he’d decided the boy wasn’t friendship material. Probably better than finding out the hard way. They made it home without hitting any traffic snarls. No annoying neighbours or dog turds on the step. The universe had stopped targeting him with booby traps. Dan was a little surprised, but grateful nonetheless. He plucked a bundle of mail from the box as he entered. Bills, flyers, restaurant menus, lists of services available, items for sale, requests for donations to build a water filtration plant in Namibia, feed the hungry in Libya, stop the proliferation of landmines, and put an end to the seal hunt. A thousand plans for saving the world. None asking whether it was worth saving.


    An envelope caught his eye — parchment yellow, good quality paper. He flipped it over and caught the name: L. Killingworth. Surely it wasn’t a thank-you note for his presence at the wedding. He opened it and a cheque for $10,000 dropped into his hands. On the memo line were the words “For services rendered” next to Lucille Killingworth’s signature.


    He carried the envelope and cheque upstairs to his office and laid them on his desk. His first instinct was to call Bill, but he knew there’d be no response. He picked up the cheque and dialled the number under the address. To his surprise, Lucille answered. Her voice remained unchanged when he identified himself. Dan thanked her for the cheque and explained that he wouldn’t be able to accept it.


    Her voice expressed concern, with a tone of annoyance shaded in. “But you did some valuable work for me — important work. I simply wished to express my gratitude for your loyalty to my family.”


    “Actually, Lucille, I never considered it work. As for loyalty, I simply did a favour on Bill’s behalf.”


    “Yes, I understand that.”


    “I can’t accept it. It would look bad.”


    “Nevertheless, I am grateful,” she said with quiet insistence.


    “And I accept your gratitude,” Dan said. “But there’s no need to pay me for what I did.”


    “Well, then I guess I will have to respect your wishes,” Lucille replied with reluctance. “Though it seems silly you won’t accept it.” She gave pause. “What about a charity? I could donate it to some cause of your choice.”


    “Thank you — it’s not necessary. I’m happy to know the case turned out all right.”


    “Yes, it has, hasn’t it?”


    And all so very neatly, Dan thought. He wondered for a moment if the judge and his wife had received a cheque in nice yellow parchment paper as well. “I’m just wondering, though….”


    “Yes?”


    “When we spoke the other day, I told you Daniella was pregnant.”


    “Yes. A dreadful thing.”


    “You seemed surprised.”


    “I was — shocked.”


    “But you didn’t mention you’d paid for her to have an abortion.” The pause was long enough. “So I take it your shock was actually on learning that she was still pregnant.”


    The voice remained unchanged. Dan admired her cool. “It was between me and the girl. It had nothing to do with what happened afterwards.”


    “How did you learn she was pregnant? Did she come to you for help?”


    “A woman knows these things.” There was another slight pause, and Dan wondered if she was considering calling “Larry” again. “I think I had best not say any more,” she said with hostess perfection, the unassailable “thank you for your kindness” to someone whose name meant not the slightest thing to her. Though the voice remained unchanged, the tone of conversation had altered imperceptibly. “Thank you again, you’ve been most helpful.”


    Yes, I’m sure I have, Dan thought, as the call clicked to a close. Though I’m still not sure what purpose I just served.


    He and Ked ate supper together. Afterwards, they watched some mindless TV about a Chicken Man that Ked seemed to comprehend far better than Dan did. Ked walked Ralph and went to bed. Dan was still putting away the dishes and mulling over his conversation with Lucille Killingworth when the phone rang. Bill’s home number showed on the display. He grabbed it.


    “It’s Bill,” came the edgy voice.


    “Nice to hear from you,” Dan said. “I was hoping you’d be in touch earlier.”


    “I’ve been busy.”


    “I gather you’ve heard the news about Daniella. They’ve decided it was an accident.”


    “Yes, thankfully. Look — I’m not calling to chitchat. I’m calling to say that I know what happened between you and Sebastiano on the boat. He claims you initiated it and that you practically raped him.” Bill went on before Dan could speak, his voice hard. “You’re a bloody hypocrite, you know. How many times did you tell me you don’t bareback, but then you practically rape this boy?”


    Dan was stunned. “I….”


    “Anyway, I have no interest in ever seeing you again. You can go back to the gutter where I found you.”


    Dan found his voice. “Where we met was Woody’s. And you were the one in the gutter that night.” He expected Bill to hang up, but the silence hung on between them. “I can’t believe you’re jealous after what’s been going on between you and Thom.”


    “Don’t try to turn this around!” Bill shouted. “Thom is my closest friend!”


    “Far more than a friend, from the sounds of it.”


    “You don’t even know Sebastiano!” Bill sounded nearly hysterical.


    “Let me get this straight — you’re saying it’s all right for you to fuck Thom on his wedding night because you’re his friend, but it’s not all right for me to fuck Sebastiano because I’d just met him?”


    The question was met with silence.


    “Bill?”


    “I’m hanging up,” Bill said.


    And he did.


    Dan smashed the receiver down. “Fucking hell!” He picked up the receiver and smashed it down again. “You cowardly fucking prick!”


    He listened for stirring sounds from Ked’s bedroom. He unclenched his fists and tried a breathing exercise — in-two-three-four, hold-six-seven-eight — one that Martin had recommended. It didn’t help. Dan doubted whether Martin had ever felt true rage in his life.


    He went over all the things he should have said to Bill, going back to the night they’d met when Bill insulted Dan’s neighbourhood and later asked Dan to have unsafe sex with him. What Dan should have said was, Get lost, you loser! Why hadn’t he? Because Bill had been nice to him. Because Bill had accepted him and his sordid background and his cheap little world and his awkward ugliness, and let him drive his expensive car and make love to him in his tasteful townhouse and dirty his expensive satin sheets. Because he, Dan, was the real loser for taking whatever he was handed instead of demanding better. And because deep inside Dan knew he was to blame for this, just as he’d been to blame for his mother’s death and his father’s drinking. It was his fault — every loss and degradation he’d suffered, beginning with his mother’s demise and his father’s disgust with his only son.


    Thinking of his father made him want a drink. He poured a Scotch and waited till the warmth in his gut muddled his affections. He began to feel bad for everyone — not just himself, but for Daniella and Sebastiano, whose quest for a new life had failed utterly, for Thom and Lucille, whose world had been rocked by the tragedy, and even for Bill, who he missed already despite everything, and for his best friend Donny who’d been forced to make Dan face reality. Which he now saw was something Donny had never wanted to do.


    By the second drink Dan was thinking of Bob Greene, remembering the stability they’d had during those three short years in Leaside. Was that all the happiness you were allotted in life? As strange and ill-fitting as the relationship had been, the love was real. In fact, it was one of the best things that ever happened to him. At the time, he hadn’t realized he’d lucked into an archetypal gay relationship: the patient older man and the confused unlovable kid who needed to belong. He had been happy with Bob, but he couldn’t bring to mind now the last time he’d felt anything remotely like happiness.


    He picked up the bottle and peered through it. The world appeared more pleasant coloured by the amber liquor. One more drink, he knew, and the cynicism would creep in beside the self-pity. He wouldn’t be thinking of the love that had worked between him and Bob, but of the older man with money and the kid with the sizeable cock. So why not skip the drink and go straight for oblivion? Go right from the Sermon on the Mount to the Crucifixion. The way he ruined everything by going too far.


    For a fleeting second, he saw the repulsed faces of the men and women he’d asked for spare change on his arrival in Toronto. Their expressions had said it all. They’d known him for what he was: a piece of shit who got nothing because he deserved nothing, and never would. That was why bleakness had followed him all the days of his life. Except for Kedrick.


    Except for Ked.


    This thought radiated against the darkness and lifted him up. He remembered the first time he’d been handed the bundle of warmth wrapped in blankets and looked down at his son’s wrinkly red features. The tiny miracle he’d participated in. All the things he and Ked shared that belonged to no one else: comforting words whispered in the dark before bed, hands held climbing stairs, moments of anticipation and worry as Dan watched him grow and learn. He recalled the first time his son had asked his advice and the wondrous trust creeping across Ked’s face as Dan helped solve his problem. The glow he’d felt knowing his son looked up to him. All the good that had been and would always be. So who had judged it otherwise, and why? Dan had, of course. Whatever others said about him or did to him, it was he who’d accepted it. No one had made him what he was but himself.


    The phone rang and his heart zigzagged. It would be Bill calling to apologize, to say he loved Dan, always had, and just wanted to talk things out. Dan picked up and listened to the mechanical whir of a line being transferred. Only an 800 number. He hung up before some desperate telemarketer came on the line.


    He walked to the door and fingered his jacket. He could go over to Bill’s and try to talk to him. But what was the sense? Bill might change his mind tomorrow, but Dan wouldn’t be able to push him into anything tonight. He stood there fighting the feeling. Wanting to give in, but not give in. He was doing exactly what he’d done as a kid when anything upset or troubled him. Holding it in and pushing it down till he’d conquered his feelings. Till they no longer scared him, a dangerous reef lying blackly below the surface of the water, the boat’s vulnerable bottom skimming only inches above.


    He breathed out, pushing hard against his diaphragm to empty everything. He wanted to shrink, get smaller and smaller, till he disappeared. He stood in the hallway, looking from his coat to the door. His eyes fixed on a wall calendar, a bucolic scene in a country lane with children and chickens and a nurturing mother watching over her brood. It had always seemed full of life’s complex mysteries, promising all that and more every time he looked at it. But now it had changed. Now it was just a picture in the same way his coat was just a coat and the door just a door. Empty. In some way he couldn’t define, things had lost their meaning, their substance slipping away without his recognizing it. He stood there among the lifeless objects and realized they were just that: lifeless.


    Maybe it was better that Bill had barely spent any time here. Otherwise Dan might spend years remembering where Bill had stood, the things he’d touched and the expressions on his face. The ghost of memories past. He’d be haunted by Bill long after he was gone.


    Dan shook his head. What was he doing? Bill had dumped him, when Bill was the one to blame. Fucking hell! I am a loser, he thought. He slumped in his chair and looked at the void surrounding him. He poured another glass and left it sitting on the arm of the chair. He felt a little better just knowing it had been poured. He stared at it for a long time, then lifted it to his mouth and drank.


    He felt calmer. He was in control again — the inner him that knew how to avoid life’s obstacles. He could put himself on automatic pilot and wait for the soft immolation that came in the aftermath of these emotional implosions. He fingered the glass. If he stopped now, he’d be fine. He picked up the phone and dialled.


    “I just wanted you to know that Bill and I are through.”


    There was a brief pause then, “Congratulations! That’s the smartest thing you’ve done in years.”


    “I didn’t do it,” Dan said. “He dumped me.”


    There was another second of silence as Donny absorbed this. “You’re kidding! He dumped you? That’s priceless! Aren’t you glad now you’re still talking to me?”


    “Why? So you can mock me in the midst of my misery?”


    “Ah! Baby — don’t think of it like that. It’s the beginning of your freedom, a newfound period of emotional sanity. Tomorrow you will rise up like the phoenix from the ashes. Tonight I want you to go out and conquer somebody. Anybody!”


    “Listen, I don’t really feel like staying on the line right now.”


    Donny’s voice became soothing, sensing the seriousness of Dan’s mood. “I can come over, if you’d like.”


    “No, don’t do that.”


    “Are you sure? Tell me you’re okay about this.”


    “I’m okay,” Dan said. “Actually, I was thinking I’d stay home and get drunk.”


    “I’m sorry if I’m making light of things. Is this going to be a big crash?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Shall I call you later to make sure you’re all right?”


    “If you like.”


    He hung up, brought the bottle to the living room, and sat in the chair facing the window. He needed to find the dullness and slip into it till everything that bothered him had moved far, far away from where he sat in the gloomy interior of the room, of his life.


    He put his hand on the bottle and uncorked it. He lifted it and watched a long, thin stream spill down and pool in the bottom of his glass.

  


  
    Sixteen



    The Dog Days of Autumn



    The dreams were cruel, but the reality crueller. Dan woke to a vile taste, an acid finger probing his throat. Someone had a hand over his face, smothering him and holding him down. He fought wildly against the nothingness surrounding him, the unseen appendage holding him prisoner. He lurched to the kitchen sink and gagged till the residue spewed from his mouth. Heart pounding, he gasped for breath and sank to his knees. When he could breathe freely again, he poured a glass of water and ran the tap to wash the sickness away.


    Ralph watched him with curiosity. His tail thumped briefly and stopped. Humans were unpredictable. Outside, a dazzling greyness had taken over the sky, another gloomy morning just around the corner. Dan went back to the living room to survey the scene of his recent debauch. The chair still bore the impressions of his body. An empty bottle sat upright on the floor, a lone sentinel standing guard. Apparently he’d lost the battle not to drink it all. It had poured an awful lot of drink before it quit on him. Just like a good friend.


    He was still wearing yesterday’s clothes. He obviously hadn’t thought of going upstairs to bed. The acid-etched neurons of his brain fired in fits and starts as he remembered his conversation with Bill. It hadn’t been long, but it felt final. Strangely, he felt good about it. There was no emotional hangover, just a good solid physical one coming on full gallop. Better that way then.


    He also remembered talking to Donny and the promise to call back. He went to the front hall. Sure enough, the answer machine flashed its little red message of hope. A pungent whiff hit his nose — something unpleasant, like old garbage. He turned to the front door. There were two dark elongated shapes like a stain on the floor. The anger rose inside him. Dan felt himself choking again, only this time on his rage.


    “Son-of-a-bitch!” He heard Ralph rise off his bed in the kitchen and scurry out of the room. Dan was after him in a flash.


    “Fucking dog!”


    Ralph snarled as Dan grabbed at his collar. He felt the flesh on his hand tear and well up with pain.


    “You son-of-a-bitch! Don’t you fucking bite me!” He kicked out at the dog’s back legs. Ralph was thrown off balance, toppling and skidding as he tried to scramble through the door.


    “Dad!”


    Ked’s voice came from behind him. Dan whirled to see his son standing in the doorway in his underwear.


    “Your fucking dog bit me!”


    Ked ran across the room and crouched beside Ralph, wrapping him in his arms. “Dad, he’s just a dog!”


    “He bit me and he shit on the floor again!”


    “I’m sorry!” Ked wailed. “I didn’t let him out this morning. Please, Dad! Don’t hit him. He bit you because he’s afraid of you!”


    Dan felt the anger subside, the fury loosening its grip. He was yelling at his son, for god’s sake. What was wrong with him? “I’m sorry,” he said, suddenly ashamed.


    Ked broke into sobs. “Don’t you see everyone’s afraid of you?”


    “I’m sorry,” Dan said again quietly, filled with remorse and self-contempt.


    Still sobbing, Ked turned to look at his father. “Dad, why do you hate everyone?”


    “I don’t, Ked.” Dan shook his head. “I don’t hate everyone.” He knelt and tried to wrap his arms around Ked, who was still clinging to Ralph. Ked wiped his face with the back of his hand. “I don’t hate anyone,” Dan said quietly.


    “Then why do you try to hurt everyone?”


    Dan pushed the hair off his son’s forehead then reached slowly down to pat Ralph, carefully, so the dog wouldn’t flinch. Ralph’s yellow eyes watched him warily.


    “I’m sorry,” Dan said. “I have no excuse for what I just did. None.”


    He stood and went to the bathroom and bandaged his hand. He got out the mop and bucket and cleaned up the mess at the front door. When he finished, he returned to the kitchen. Ked lay in the doorway with Ralph, playing with his ears and stroking his fur. Dan came over and crouched, holding out his hand to let the dog sniff the bandage.


    “Bill and I broke up last night,” Dan said softly.


    Ked looked up. “I’m sorry, Dad.”


    Dan shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. It was time.”


    “Is that why you were upset?” Ked asked.


    “I don’t know.” Dan shook his head. “I just don’t know.” He stared at Ked. “Are you afraid of me?”


    Ked sobbed and looked away, sniffling into Ralph’s fur.


    “Oh, Ked.” Dan wrapped his son in his arms. “I’m so sorry.”


    Dan hugged his son so hard he feared he might hurt the boy. Ralph looked over and licked his hand. Dan squinted away a tear and reached out a hand to pat the furry head.


    “Good old Ralphie,” he said.


    “It must be hard for you to have to look after me all by yourself,” Ked said through his sniffles.


    “No, it’s not hard. Having you for a son is the thing I love most about my life. Sometimes I think it’s the only thing.”


    “Really?”


    “Really.”


    Finally, Ked said, “Okay.”


    Withrow Park was a blizzard of leaves wreathing mothers with strollers, dog walkers, and skateboarders in a profusion of energized calm. The yellow on the ground mirrored the leaves above. The annuals were still fringing the edges of the paths in laser colours, despite temperatures that skirted down each night toward some impassable limit. Ked let Ralph off the leash and watched him bound away. He ran right up to the edge of the park before he came to some invisible dog boundary then turned to look back.


    “Good boy, Ralph!” Ked called out as Ralph rolled on his back in the grass. “He loves it here,” Ked said.


    Dan stood watching for a moment. “Do you remember when we first got him and you wanted to call him Suzie?”


    Ked laughed. “Yeah. Poor Ralph.”


    “I wondered about you for a while after that.”


    Ked was listening to his iPod, his chest looped with wires linking head and body. “Wanna hear something cool?”


    He offered the earphones to his father. Dan held them to his ears and heard a thin boyish treble singing against a violin in a cloud of reverb.


    “Nice. Who’s this?”


    “Owen Pallett. He calls himself Final Fantasy, but he’s mostly just a solo guy who accompanies himself on violin with a feedback loop.”


    Dan tried to look impressed.


    “He’s gay and he lives in Toronto.…”


    Was this Ked’s subtle hint that Dan should track down Owen Pallett and ask him out? Maybe he should let Ked filter his dates from now on. He couldn’t do any worse than he’d done on his own.


    “And,” Ked continued, “he gives money to Doctors Without Borders.”


    Dan took that in. “That’s cool, I guess. As long as he looks after himself and his loved ones first, of course.”


    Ked rolled his eyes. “Can’t you ever just relax, Dad?”


    Dan looked surprised. “What do you mean?”


    Ked sighed. “Everyone knows you’ve done all the right things for me. So just relax, okay?”


    “I can relax,” Dan said.


    Ked looked at him skeptically. “Yeah? Then let’s see you.”


    Ked took off toward the skating rink where rollerbladers whirled in soft circles and kids played hacky-sack. Dan caught up with him.


    “Hey, Dad — that guy just checked out your ass!”


    Dan turned. Sure enough, a jock type flushed when he saw Dan looking back. On top of a rise they watched an obese dad playing baseball with his son. The man’s saggy tits jiggled as he tried to keep up with the energetic teenager.


    “That’ll be me in a few years,” Dan observed.


    “Not if you renew your Y membership!”


    Dan smiled. “How’s the book going?”


    “Blade Runner?”


    “Yeah. Finish it yet?”


    “No.” Ked shook his head. “I’m at the part where Jake realizes he lives in a city full of androids. Even some of the other bounty hunters are androids, only they don’t know it. Almost all the real people have left Earth because of the nuclear fallout, so only the freaks and androids remain. Even the pets are robots, because no one can afford a real one.”


    They watched Ralph run past them and stop to wait for them to catch up.


    “Sounds more and more like the real future,” Dan said, wondering if he should be contributing to Ked’s cynicism.


    Ked’s eyes were alight. “What if they just keep replacing everybody till there’s nobody real left on Earth?”


    “Who would notice?” Dan said.


    “Exactly!” Ked said. “That’d be so cool! These androids could be living among us right now. Nothing real any more. They can even pre-set their emotions!”


    “That’s called Prozac,” Dan said, then felt bad again.


    “But what I don’t get,” Ked said, “is that it’s not just good moods. Sometimes they pre-set depression and despair. If you can choose your mood, why would you choose a bad one?”


    The city opened before them, the towers of the financial district stern and upright. The CN Tower dominated the horizon, venerating the twin altars of media and finance. Sleepy green boroughs spread outward, filled with thousands of houses. Dan wondered about the personal arrangements, the tentative lives each contained. He’d never felt at home here. How had he ever thought he could belong in this city of giants, let alone thrive and prosper? Though on some level he’d done just that.


    “Just a guess,” he said. “But maybe what they want is to experience the whole range of emotions.”


    Ked looked at his father. “Is that why you stay in Toronto?”


    “Is that supposed to be funny?”


    Ked shook his head. “No. I know you hate it here. I heard you tell Uncle Donny it was a ‘soul sucking hellhole.’”


    Dan snorted. “Don’t listen to everything I say. Or to your Uncle Donny. Some days I like it here just fine.”


    “Oh.” Ked thought about this apparent contradiction. “But then other days there are too many androids, right?”


    Dan smiled. “Something like that.”


    In the distance, Ralph stirred up a flock of pigeons that flew off over the trees. Ked watched for a moment then turned back to his father. “Mom says you like to be miserable.”


    Dan looked at Ked. “Do you think telling me that is going to make me think better of your mother?”


    Ked shrugged. “I guess not.”


    A very determined-looking boy of two or three went past dragging a reluctant stroller, seemingly already aware of the great responsibilities life held in store.


    “So why are you telling me? Do you want me to move away?”


    “No, but it might make you think about what’s bothering you so much.”


    Dan stopped to consider his son for a moment. “Should I be paying you for this advice?”


    Ked smiled. “Nah. You couldn’t afford me anyway.”


    “Smart-ass.” He gave Ked a loose punch on the shoulder. “So how am I doing with this father-son heart-to-heart thing?”


    “Pretty good.”


    “What else does your mother say about me?”


    Ked paused. Dan could see the lightning flashes of thought flitting over his face, wanting to say whatever it was and wanting not to hurt him at the same time. “She says you’re unforgiving.”


    Dan considered how to answer. Was it true? All that came to mind was a question: “Do you think I am?”


    Ked looked away. He took so long to speak that Dan thought he might not answer. “I’m just afraid that one day I’ll piss you off and you’ll stop loving me, too.”


    Dan placed a hand gently on the back of his son’s neck and pulled him closer. “That will never happen.”


    Ked looked up. “Promise?”


    Dan nodded. “That’s one thing I promise. It will never happen.”


    “Okay,” Ked said uncertainly.

  


  
    Seventeen



    Meet John Doe



    The blinds in Martin’s office were drawn, the desk lamps pointed down in little penumbras of shade and brightness, as though he’d a developed a light sensitivity. Dan waited for an explanation, though none was forthcoming. He turned down the offer of water and proceeded to describe his break-up with Bill, weaving in strands of the conversation with Donny in which he’d nearly ended their friendship.


    As always, he was leery of how much to tell Martin. Was it just paranoia that whispered in his ear and said Martin might label him a psychopath or a menace to society? As Dan’s psychiatrist, he’d been granted the authority to judge Dan’s ability to function at his work. Maybe that extended to other areas in his life, like his suitability as a father. He imagined Martin standing at the gates of Auschwitz, pointing to various doorways: a set of twins directed to the left for experimentation, others to the right for a more succinct end. Though maybe that wasn’t fair. Perhaps Martin wasn’t the monster Dan believed him to be, but he wasn’t willing to take the chance. That he exhibited not a single sign of having emotions while isolating and observing emotions in others made him suspect. It was people like Martin who inspired books like Blade Runner.


    Dan brought up his concern for Bill, explaining how he’d struggled to understand what Bill was going through being in love with his best friend while attempting to maintain a relationship with Dan. He thought Martin might award him a gold star for his efforts, as he had when he tried to get Dan to understand Ralph’s needs.


    For once, Martin didn’t ask Dan how he felt about the situation. Instead, he said, “That’s a lot of responsibility you place on your shoulders — anticipating other people’s needs as well as your reaction to them. Are you trying to be perfect?”


    Hardly, thought Dan. No one going for a good behaviour award would have done what I did afterwards. “No, I’m far from perfect. I have no illusions there. I bashed in a filing cabinet, remember.”


    Martin scribbled something in his book. Was he marking the reference to the incident as mocking or simply noting that Dan had a sense of humour about it? He looked up. “Do you think you might be trying to make up for your perceived lack of perfection?”


    “How is that?”


    “You said Bill was particularly hard to please, ergo, you were never able to function to his satisfaction. You probably saw yourself as imperfect in Bill’s eyes….”


    Dan interrupted. “I think Bill saw everyone as imperfect in Bill’s eyes. I never thought that was my fault.”


    Martin smiled his patient smile, the one he wore when he wanted to coax Dan toward a conclusion of some sort. “Was there another relationship in your past where you tried to please a man who couldn’t or wouldn’t be pleased by anything you did?”


    “I tried to make my father love me.”


    “But you failed, didn’t you?”


    “Miserably.”


    “Because — as far as you believe — your father never loved you.”


    Dan nodded.


    “But you won’t accept that perhaps your father was incapable of love. You prefer to take on the responsibility for his lack of affection toward you.”


    “Maybe. Does it matter now?”


    Martin’s pencil poised over the pad. “It might help if you saw that Bill is another version of your father: a man impossible to please.”


    Dan looked at the clock — twenty-five minutes left — then glanced at the framed diploma in psychiatry awarded to Martin Sanger. Googling his therapist in the early days of their sessions, along with a list of publication titles to his credit, Dan had come across the German translation for Martin’s last name: pincer. He envisioned a giant set of pliers tugging at the neurons in his brain. “Yes, I can see the connection,” he said.


    Martin leaned forward. “Do you think that might be why you get angry with Ralph when he messes the floor or why you dent filing cabinets with your fists when something goes wrong at work? Is that why you want to cut off your closest friend when he tells you the truth about yourself? You want everyone around you to be perfect, because otherwise you feel you can’t love them.”


    With a chill, Dan remembered his son’s words in the park: I’m just afraid that one day I’ll piss you off and you’ll stop loving me, too.


    Martin looked pleased, as though he’d just inserted the last tile in a ten-thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle, completing the image of a damaged man unable to express love. Dan wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.


    “Is that what you think, Martin?”


    Martin’s eye blinked, a lizard sunning itself on a rock. “I’m asking you.”


    Dan swallowed. “I don’t have an opinion,” he lied.


    He wanted to say, Don’t think you know me, to this grotesque impersonation of a man bent over his notepad beneath his Mondrian reproduction. Wasn’t it Mondrian who despised nature? Hated trees?


    Dan wondered about the others who sat in this chair revealing or hiding themselves from this man and his bloodless, probing intellect — a collection of damaged beings going through the motions of expressing their desires and fears, before letting themselves out the big doors to stand deflated in the hallway beside the elevator that never came. Before returning to the other world — the real world — where theories did nothing to piece together the shattered bits of themselves. The depressed, the despairing, and the broken: women whose spouses beat them, adult children of alcoholics who went through life feeling unworthy and unloved, the emotionally distraught. How did sitting here for this hour do anything to help? When they left, their time up, did they leave a residue of pain and disappointment, an invisible trail leading all the way from this chair down the hall? Did any of them think it a virtue to sit and suffer over all this? Perhaps Martin gave out badges after it was all over, and they’d divulged all there was to divulge. A little something to say, “I suffered.” Maybe, Dan thought, he could ask for a bumper sticker instead. What would Martin scribble in his little binder if he said that?


    In the daytime, Bill had begun to revert to a bad memory, a sour taste on the tongue. Yet each morning on awakening, Dan’s first thoughts were of loss. He found it difficult to drag himself out of bed and suspected he was fighting a lingering depression over the split. He knew nothing would help get him through it but time — preferably time spent alone.


    Ked was long past needing Dan’s help to get ready for school. Dan found the signs of his son’s passing each morning: the dog leash hung over the banister, a cereal bowl and spoon washed and left in the dish rack, the newspaper dropped on the side table in the hall. These were Ked’s morning footprints. For such a big kid, he took up relatively little space.


    The days went by in a whirl of strategy meetings and negotiations with despairing or difficult clients. Dan hadn’t expected to hear from either Bill or Thom, so he was surprised to find on his desk an application bearing the name Killingworth. Not Lucille, Thom, or Ted, but Craig. Someone wanted him to make an inquiry into the disappearance of Lucille Killingworth’s missing husband.


    The name of a solicitor was prominent, but there was no client named, nothing to say who’d requested the search. Dan flipped through the file. Was this Lucille Killingworth’s way of getting the better of him, by hiring him publicly after he’d turned her down privately? Could she be that stubborn or foolish to think he could be bought? If so, he was happy to show her otherwise.


    He read over the letter — not yellow parchment this time — and pressed the intercom. His boss came on the line. Ed Burch was a straight-talking, no-nonsense retired cop who never took no for an answer. “What are the chances?” That’s all Ed ever asked. And then you were off on your own. He’d been the first to congratulate Dan for becoming a single gay dad. To Ed, the word “limitation” didn’t exist.


    “It came through a solicitor,” was Ed’s reply. “That’s all I can tell you. Why?”


    “I know these people,” Dan said. “I don’t like them. I don’t want to take this one on.”


    “It has your name on it, Danny. The client specifically asked for you.”


    “Well, tell them I’m not avail —”


    His boss cut him off. “I can’t do that. You start things in motion and I’ll look into it once you’ve got it going. If I can, I’ll put someone else on it then.”


    “And if not?”


    “If not, we’ll see.”


    Dan knew his options were limited. He was still doing penance for denting the filing cabinet. He felt like a schoolboy who’d been caught writing naughty words on the blackboard. He’d have to keep his fingers clean until someone else did something worse and his little indiscretion faded from memory.


    He buzzed Sally, who came in wearing a sky blue sundress, orange loafers, and a violet kerchief. Not colourless. She stood waiting for orders. Dan wasn’t sure where to start. Most of his cases involved searches for people who’d disappeared within recent memory. Cases where he could start by asking the client about the last time they’d seen the misper. What did anyone expect him to find after more than twenty years?


    “Check with the Picton OPP. They should still have the original files. You can tell Detective Constable Peter Saylor I requested this.”


    Sally was scribbling on her pad.


    “Also check with Toronto police. Tell them I want to look at their John Doe files from the time. Canada-wide. Especially anything that’s not online. You can give them the specs, but tell them not to narrow things down too far. They can leave that to me. I’m sure the report must have been filed in both places, even if he disappeared in Prince Edward County.”


    Sally went off, pen in hand, a rainbow in motion, leaving his door open.


    Two days later he had Saylor’s transcript of the original missing persons report on Craig Killingworth on his desk. The photograph showed an attractive man in his late thirties or early forties: curly brown hair, a strong jaw, and intelligent eyes with a serious set. The kind of man you wouldn’t hesitate to ask directions of or maybe even buy a used car from, if the price was right. A charmer. Thom had obviously inherited his good looks from both sides of the family.


    Some of the facts about the case seemed unremarkable; others merited a second look. Dan was intrigued to learn that at the time of his disappearance Lucille Killingworth had had a restraining order imposed against her husband for assault and uttering a death threat. On her testimony, Killingworth had been suspended from his job as principal of a local high school after spending a night in jail. He’d also been ordered not to make contact with his sons on the grounds that he posed a potential threat to his boys. He’d disappeared before the case made it to court.


    It was a heady read. The file gave an address in nearby Bloomfield, ten minutes out of Picton, as Craig Killingworth’s last known residence. He’d lived there for two months estranged from his family until his disappearance, the exact day of which was unclear. It had eventually been narrowed down to the weekend of November 1–2, right after his appearance on the Friday at the Picton Courthouse when a date had been set for his trial. At that hearing, Killingworth tried unsuccessfully to have visiting rights to his sons reinstated. On his wife’s testimony, the court upheld the original order.


    The report compiled by Picton OPP in the weeks following his disappearance created a portrait of a methodical man. All his bills had been paid, including his rent in advance, for the next two months. His pre-furnished residence had been orderly and recently cleaned. The bed was made, dishes washed, and an empty travel case tucked behind a door.


    Apart from a photograph of his sons and a handful of books stacked carefully on a shelf, there’d been few personal items. There were no signs of trouble or a break-in. The only thing missing was a bicycle; it had disappeared the same weekend Killingworth was believed to have vanished. The report confirmed that a number of locals had seen him cycling on the highway between Bloomfield and Picton on several occasions in the weeks prior to his disappearance.


    Dan wondered why a wealthy man would be riding a bicycle. He read on. The Glenora ferryboat captain, Terry Piers, stated that Craig Killingworth had made the trip over to Adolphustown on his bicycle on the afternoon of Saturday, November 1. He hadn’t returned. Because of the sighting, and the court restriction against seeing his family, the report concluded that Craig Killingworth had headed past Adolphustown and cycled east to Kingston. Whether he’d disappeared by choice or by chance was anybody’s guess.


    Several additional sightings of Craig Killingworth were made in the weeks and months following his disappearance. None turned up any substantial leads. A month later, a second report looked briefly into the suggestion that Killingworth’s disappearance might have been the result of foul play. Mention was made of a gardener employed at the Killingworth home a few months before Killingworth’s disappearance, not long before charges were laid against him by his wife. According to the report, Craig Killingworth had fired the gardener on suspicion of theft. An anonymous writer suggested in bold script that Killingworth’s disappearance might have been the result of an act of revenge by the gardener. A subsequent note, appended in a different hand, argued that Killingworth had more likely given up on his efforts to clear his reputation, abandoning home and family to start over elsewhere.


    A statement by family members included a plea by Craig’s sister, Clare, that he get in touch with his family, as well as a tersely worded comment from fifteen-year-old Theodore Killingworth to the effect that his father was “a liar.” The table of contents listed a third document noted only as M.H. Dan looked through all the papers, but it seemed to have gone missing or never to have made it into the larger file. Nor was there anything to suggest who or what M.H. might be.


    He buzzed Sally. She entered clutching a large manila envelope. Dan pointed at the paragraph mentioning the fired gardener.


    “Find a name for that person — that’s who I want to talk to.”


    Sally squinted at the file and took note of the reference.


    “And this one here.” He pointed at the name of the ferryboat captain. “See if you can locate either of them.”


    “Will do. Now my turn,” she said, tapping the thick envelope in her arms. “Here are the John Does from that time.” She dropped it on his desk and smiled. “Have fun.”


    The Doe files were the saddest, most dismal collection of human relics Dan could ever have imagined. If there was anything more degrading than to end up strangled in an industrial park, stabbed beneath a bridge or fished from a river wearing concrete shoes, it was to find that no one was interested in claiming your remains or learning who you’d been. Not one thing in your life stood out enough for anyone to want to trace your steps and reconnect you with your past, with the people who had given birth to you, reared and loved you. Not one.


    Dan was familiar enough with the Doe files. What struck him was how generic most of the facial reconstructions were or how unlikely it was that anyone, even those who’d known the dead person intimately, might actually find a resemblance between the faces drawn, sculpted and recreated by computers, or sense a sliver of recognition between these humanoid images and the people they were supposed to represent. On the other hand, a few were so sharply portrayed and with so much circumstantial evidence noted — rare blood types, unusual scars, and dental records, even handmade clothing — it seemed improbable that they hadn’t been recognized: the buck-toothed boy with a bowl-shaped haircut found wearing a cap available from only one store in the county, or the young woman buried beneath a construction site and mummified so that her remains had barely altered in twenty years, with severe scarring to her left hip, probably from a car accident. How was it they had never been identified?


    The only probable reason was that someone didn’t want them found. In all likelihood, the reports had never been filed and the searches never begun. But if so, where were the grandmothers missing grandchildren, the husbands missing wives, and sisters missing brothers? Only a concerted conspiracy of silence by friends and family could have left them unnamed and unclaimed. For every one who vanished, Dan reasoned, there had to be between four and forty people who would notice sooner or later.


    He could never shake off a sense of futility when he went through those files, thinking of all the faces that might never be identified, all the lives that would never be reconnected with their pasts. Some had wanted to vanish, true enough, and that’s exactly what they’d done. But had they really meant it to be forever?


    New technology and improved networking between agencies sharing databases sometimes made identification possible decades later. The DNA retrieved when the bodies were first recovered might no longer be usable, but if the remains were exhumed then experts could take fresh samples that would respond to modern testing. Sometimes it was just a matter of diligence and old-fashioned stick-to-it-ness. Other times, it seemed a wasted effort. You never knew. Often families didn’t come forward for years then suddenly, for one reason or another, they did. Files were crosschecked with other files and it became a simple matter of matching a name to a photograph. It could be surprisingly simple.


    It kept Dan up nights wondering why families waited so long to report a missing relative. The reasons varied. Sometimes the misper had a habit of disappearing and it was assumed they wanted to stay lost. Others had a criminal record and the family believed they would only make things worse by looking for them. Then years went by without word, and it began to dawn on them that perhaps their son or daughter was no longer alive. Still others turned up alive years later — sometimes decades — and at last spoke about threats of violence or the trauma of an unwanted child. You just never knew.


    But there was one thing Dan knew: once asked, the questions didn’t go away just because they went unanswered. They hung around and festered, especially when you looked at them too closely. It was easy to obsess over unsolved clues, like the faded handwriting on a piece of paper that refused to yield up its secrets or a lake on a mountain that obscured its origins.


    No reply, no return. These were words Dan found unacceptable. Because they meant that somewhere someone wasn’t trying hard enough.


    “The gardener’s name was Magnus Ferguson. He showed up on one other report….”


    “Unusual name, Magnus.”


    “… so it shouldn’t be too hard to find.” Sally smiled. “It wasn’t. Last known address: Surrey, B.C., about five years ago.” She stood before his desk, pad in hand, waiting.


    Dan felt that tingle of excitement that came when something suddenly appeared within reach. Sometimes things took years to budge then suddenly the floodgates opened and it seemed as though they’d always been there, just waiting to be discovered. A single piece of thread that had seemed innocuous at the time might turn out to be a special material manufactured by only one company and sold in just a handful of locations. And suddenly you had a piece of a puzzle that unlocked a significant clue.


    “Did you phone to verify that it’s the same person?”


    Sally shook her head. “There’s no Magnus Ferguson listed in all of B.C. I didn’t have time to check the rest of the country.…”


    “But you will.”


    She groaned.


    “And you’ll have it for me by when?”


    She grinned. “Probably by the time you get back from seeing the ferryboat captain in Picton. I’ve booked you an appointment for tomorrow.”


    “Sweet,” Dan said. “When and where?”


    “Two p.m.” She looked down at her pad. “It’s got an unusual name,” she said. “Ever hear of the Murky Turkey?”


    Dan smiled. “Sally, I’m promoting you. You can stop cleaning chamber pots and start sharpening pencils effective immediately.”


    He drove along the same route he and Bill had taken to the wedding. The ghostly forms that had been obscured by mist then were revealed now, innocent and unprepossessing in the fresh light of day. A simple fall landscape, seemingly devoid of mystery.


    He was early. He reached Picton at noon. He thought over his plan again and continued on to Lake on the Mountain. He parked in the same lot and sat looking out over the water before walking to the resort.


    “I’d like to rent a boat,” Dan said to the man puttering around in the garden shoring up trellises.


    The man gave him a sharp look. “What sort of boat would that be?”


    “A boat to explore the lake,” Dan said.


    The man grinned. “Well, that should be simple then. We’ve only got one kind. It’s a rowboat. You looking for a good workout for your arms?”


    Dan smiled. “A little exercise never hurt.”


    The man left his trellises and went inside. Five minutes later, standing beside the boat, the man sized Dan up and offered him an orange life vest. “Keep this thing on at all times when you’re in the boat — it’s the law.”


    Dan placed it over his head and secured it around his chest.


    “Can you swim?”


    “Yes, I can.”


    “All right, then I won’t worry about you.” The man held up an orange plastic capsule. “There’s a nylon rope and a whistle in here. You run into any trouble, you blow it as loud as she can blow. I usually rent them for an hour,” he glanced over at the parking lot, empty but for Dan’s car, “though I suppose you can take your time. I’ll tell the crowds to wait till you get back.”


    Dan did a wonky duck waddle getting in, then settled in his seat and pressed an oar against the shore. The boat shifted off the rocky bottom. After a few tentative strokes, he found his rhythm and the craft surged forward.


    He scanned the caramel-coloured rock passing underneath him. Without warning, darkness opened wide under the boat. Dan had the sensation that he’d jumped off a cliff, his fall arrested by the placid green surface of the water. The darkness went straight down with no sign of anything below. He peered into the depths, adjusting his vision, but saw nothing. It looked bottomless.


    He turned his head and glanced up at the passing clouds then shifted in his seat and resumed rowing toward the middle of the lake. He couldn’t shake the sensation that the world had fallen away beneath him.


    The Black Swan winked at him as he approached. It looked no different than it had a month earlier. Not surprising — it probably hadn’t changed much in the last hundred-and-twenty-five-odd years. Dan spotted Terry Piers right off, a grey-haired man in a heavy grey-and-orange sweater, sitting upright at the bar and talking non-stop. A wrinkled smile and periwinkle eyes greeted him. Dan felt the strength in his grip, heard the thunder in his tone. Captain Bligh on shore leave. An eye patch and a tri-cornered hat were all he needed to complete the picture. Hale and hearty at seventy or more, he’d probably see a hundred before he was done, without giving up either smoke or drink. In fact, they probably fortified him.


    Dan ordered a pint of Glenora. The former captain pooh-poohed him for buying that “local crap” before lifting his glass to a portrait of Elizabeth II on the wall behind him. It was the young queen, very glam, around the time of her coronation: glowing, radiant. Long before she was sideswiped by her annus horribilis and her star-struck wretch of a daughter-in-law. Dan let Terry regale him with talk of the “old days” on the ferry watch before launching into the subject of his inquiry.


    When he spoke Craig Killingworth’s name, Terry grew thoughtful. “Oh, yes, I remember him,” he said softly.


    “In the report on his disappearance you said he went over to Adolphustown on his bike that weekend but didn’t return.”


    “That’s right.”


    “And you were sure it was him?”


    “Aye. Not a doubt.”


    “And was he carrying anything — luggage, or any sort of baggage?”


    “I don’t believe so.”


    “But you said you thought he was heading for Kingston?”


    “Well, not exactly.” Terry scratched his head and looked off into the distance of time, as if to remember what it was he had said. “You see, if you were heading to Toronto or anywheres west of here, you’d head north up to the 401. If you were to take the ferry across to Adolphustown, well, from there you’d be travelling east to Kingston and the like. But only if you wanted to go that far. What I said was that if he didn’t come back, then he was probably headed that way or farther.”


    Dan considered this. “Could he not have come back across in a car?” he asked. “He might not have been on his bicycle. Perhaps you didn’t see him in the back of a car?”


    “No sir, that is not likely. Have you been on the ferry?”


    Dan recalled the outdoor deck with its three short lanes and twenty-one-car capacity. “Yes.”


    “Then you know it’s small and everything’s in the open. For one thing, I could see anyone inside those vehicles. For another, I knew him well enough by sight. If he came across on the ferry without me seeing him, well then he’d have to be tied up in a trunk.”


    “And you’re sure of the date you said you saw him crossing on?”


    “Absolutely sure. You see, we were keeping a log to chart the sort of traffic that came across. There was only one other bicycle that weekend, come across from Adolphustown later that evening, and it wasn’t him.”


    “You’re sure it wasn’t him?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “I don’t mean to doubt you, but why are you so sure? I mean, if it was nighttime — a hood or a cap, the darkness. It might be hard to be certain.”


    “But I was certain. For two reasons,” Terry began. “As I said, I knew Craig Killingworth on sight. Well enough, you’d say, though I couldn’t have called him a friend. But his face was known around town. And at that time he’d lived here many years. It’s a small enough place, and you know who you know real well.”


    And a wealthy man would always be known, Dan thought, though he didn’t voice his assumption.


    “He was a very friendly man,” Terry continued. “He’d always call out to you on the street, say hello, ask about the weather, that sort of thing. You know how it is in small towns — or I’m sure you can guess, if you don’t.”


    Funny, Dan thought, how the rich and the dead are always exalted in their eulogies. Men who assaulted their wives and abandoned their families were remembered for a friendly greeting on the street, while for the most part the abuse and threats went unrecorded. He smiled. “So if he’d gone across on the ferry, you’d have no doubt he would have greeted you.”


    “As I said….”


    “But you said there was a second reason you were sure it wasn’t him you saw returning with the bicycle.”


    “And I was coming around to that.” Terry winked. “In my own fashion, of course.”


    Dan waited as Terry took a quaff of his beer and set the glass down.


    “The other reason I am sure it wasn’t Craig Killingworth I saw with the bicycle that night was because it wasn’t a man. It was a youngster. Last run over on the ferry but one.” Terry looked triumphant.


    Dan thought it over. “Did you recognize the kid?” he said at last.


    Terry shook his head. “Afraid not.”


    He had one final stop. He drove back along the parkway to the OPP detachment on Schoharie Road. Inside the long grey bowling alley, flanked on either side by an empty parking lot, Dan’s name elicited an immediate response. Saylor came through the door, pressed smartly into his uniform, greeting him as though he were a long-lost friend.


    He ushered Dan into a spacious office the colour of unfired pottery. A policeman’s sanctuary. He’d covered his walls with posters, handwritten notices of crimes, some recent and others from long ago, alongside the Xeroxed faces of people wanted in connection with any number of incidents. Some of the reprobates scowled at the camera while others smiled, seeming to enjoy their little moment of notoriety. The usual detritus of police station life.


    Saylor was clearly glad for the interruption in his routine, where Dan might find himself pressed to make even a fifteen-minute opening in his day. Small town-big town, he mused. That was the difference. In smaller places you had time for people, even if they were casual acquaintances.


    “Good to see you, buddy. What brings you out here?”


    “Just passing by,” Dan said. “I thought I’d drop in and say hello.”


    “You got the file I sent you?” Saylor asked.


    “Yes, I did,” Dan said. “Thanks for being so prompt. I’m looking into it now.” He paused. “I take it there’s been nothing further on the Ballancourt case?”


    Saylor looked at Dan curiously. “No. It’s still closed. Were you expecting a change of direction on it?”


    Dan affected an in-confidence tone. “Am I the only one to think it was awfully convenient for Lucille Killingworth to have a judge around to back up the claim of death by misadventure?”


    Saylor shrugged. “The thought occurred to me.” His expression brightened. “I still think my theory was pretty ingenious.”


    A knock came at Saylor’s door. A head poked in, white-haired, intense. Dan recognized him immediately. It was the serious-looking man who’d danced with Lucille Killingworth on the boat the night of the wedding. The man with barracuda eyes.


    “Oh, my apologies,” he said. He didn’t seem to recognize Dan. “I’ll come back later, Pete.”


    Before Saylor could introduce them, he’d vanished around the door. Dan waited a beat then tried for casual. “Who was that?”


    “That’s Commissioner Burgess,” Saylor said, grinning. “The big shiny brass in this small town.”


    “I think he was at the wedding,” Dan said nonchalantly.


    “Yeah.” Saylor kept his voice low. “He’s a friend of Lucille Killingworth’s.”


    Dan nodded. “Can we step out for a coffee somewhere?”


    The Royal Café in downtown Picton was another holdover from Victorian times. A tin ceiling held onto its silver paint, but only barely. Large flaps hung down here and there, as though the sky had given way.


    “Shoot,” said Saylor. “It’s free to talk in here.” He turned his head to the back of the café, where an older woman stood wiping cake crumbs off a table. “Maggie’s deaf,” he said with a wink.


    “That file you sent me — did you check to see if it was intact before it went to the courier?”


    Saylor looked at him. “I never even thought to look,” he said. “Wasn’t it all there?”


    Dan shook his head. “Most of it, but there was one document missing.”


    “Any idea what was in it?”


    “It was labelled M.H. Possibly someone’s initials. Maybe a clerk’s. My guess is it had something to do with the assault charges Lucille Killingworth filed against her husband. I was hoping you could take a second look for me.”


    Saylor looked perplexed. “I’ll try,” he said, “but I sent everything there was. I can get one of the junior officers to look around and see if it was misfiled, but I wouldn’t hold out much hope. It was in a bunch of boxes that got shuffled off to a storage unit more than ten years ago. I had to get special permission to open it.” He shrugged again. “I don’t know what to tell you.”


    Dan was silent for a moment. He looked up at Saylor. “Did you ever meet Craig Killingworth?”


    “No,” Saylor said. “But my brother went to the high school where Craig was principal. I remember there was some scandal and he disappeared for a few months in the middle of a school year. Then came the assault charges and he lost his job. Suspended, actually. It shocked a lot of people.” His tone became reflective. “You never know about people — the secrets they hide.”


    “I guess not,” Dan said.


    “Last month I got called to a place just outside town. A mechanic, one of the toughest guys around, hanged himself in his barn. Of all the people you might expect to commit suicide, he wouldn’t be anywhere near the top of my list.”


    “You’re right,” Dan said. “You never know. I’m curious though, why was a rich guy like Killingworth working as a school principal?”


    Saylor’s face frowned in concentration. “I guess because it was her money,” he said. “I think she expected him to earn his keep.” He stopped and looked over at the counter. “Maggie!” he called in a loud voice.


    The old woman looked up. “Yes, Pete? Did you call?”


    “I did, Maggie. I’m just wondering if you remember the Killingworths.”


    “Who?”


    “Killingworths,” he said, even louder. “The husband disappeared about twenty years ago. He was the school principal.”


    “Oh, yes!” she said, her face suddenly transformed by memory. “Other side of the reach.”


    “Rich family, weren’t they?” Saylor asked.


    The woman nodded slowly. “Oh, yes,” she concurred. “It was her father’s money. Nathaniel Macaulay. I don’t think you’d remember him. It was Nate’s great-great-great-grandfather who founded Picton. The Reverend William Macaulay. With a Crown grant of four hundred acres. I’m surprised you don’t remember your local history, Pete. Nathaniel must have died twelve, fifteen years ago. Something like that. You could check on the gravestone if you wanted. He’s buried up the road at St. Mary Magdalene.”


    “Thanks, Maggie.”


    She turned back to her work.


    “There you have it,” Saylor said. He checked his watch. “I’d better be getting back before I’m missed.”


    Out on the street, he shook hands with Dan. “Are you single, by the way?” He winked. “I could set you up with my brother.”


    Dan grinned in embarrassment. “Thanks, but I’m not on the market at present.”


    “Too bad,” Saylor said. “For him, anyway.” He nodded to a young couple passing on the sidewalk before turning back to Dan. “Just a word of warning,” he said. “It’s a small town here. Watch your back while you’re snooping around. Especially with Commissioner Burgess a friend of Mrs. Killingworth.”


    “Warning noted,” Dan said. “Thanks for everything. I’ll be in touch.”


    “And thanks for coming by,” Saylor said, as though it was Dan who had done him the favour.


    Sally gave him a glum look on his return the following morning. She’d retired the blue, orange, and violet for an all-black outfit. She was a veritable Queen of the Night, with a stroke of magenta eye shadow. Mourning or colour fatigue, it was hard to say. She sighed and plunked her notebook onto his desk. Dan glanced up, trying not to look amused by this expression of exasperation.


    “I can’t find him anywhere,” she said.


    “Who?” Dan said, playing dumb.


    “Oh, great! You don’t even remember what you asked me to find for you.”


    “Fill me in,” Dan said.


    “I can tell you without doubt there is not a single Magnus Ferguson listed with any public telephone directory in the entire country,” she said. “I have now checked the records dating back ten years.” Dan whistled. “Not only that, I’ve also called all one hundred and fifty of the ‘M. Fergusons’ listed and not one of them claims to be or to know a ‘Magnus.’ And now, if you don’t mind, I’d prefer to go back to cleaning chamber pots.”


    He laughed as she flounced out of his room and then turned right back around. “Oh yeah — and this very creepy guy has been trying to get hold of you since yesterday. He refuses to leave a message.” She placed a name and number on his desk and left.


    Larry Fiske. Dan didn’t recognize the name. He dialled the number and reached the reception desk at the firm of Fiske and Travis. Dan was put through immediately. Fiske identified himself as a lawyer representing the Killingworth family. Of course, this was the mysterious “Larry” that Thom and his mother had discussed during their meeting with Dan. Finally, Dan thought, he was going to be told Lucille had hired him to find her missing husband. He had more than a few questions, and was still undecided whether or not he’d willingly continue with the request to find Craig Killingworth.


    “Mr. Sharp, I’m told you have been very loyal to the Killingworth family.”


    That had been Lucille Killingworth’s phrase, Dan recalled. He needed to make clear his position once and for all. “Mr. Fiske, I would not describe my actions as being loyal to the Killingworths,” he said slowly. “When I met with Lucille and Thom last month I was simply doing them a favour. In a personal capacity.”


    “I’m very glad to hear that,” Larry went on. “So are you taking on the case?”


    “I’m considering it, yes.”


    “Then I have to advise you that the Killingworth family would take exception to your decision if you choose to take on that request. Craig Killingworth’s disappearance twenty years ago caused his family considerable grief, which they have since managed to get over. They would not want all that stirred up again. They would also not take kindly to having you turn against them now.”


    Dan was completely thrown. If they didn’t want him to take on the case, then who did? His tongue suddenly got stuck to the roof of his mouth. “In what capacity are you advising me, Mr. Fiske?”


    “In a personal one.”


    He oozed unctuousness. Dan decided he would hate this guy if he ever met him.


    “Perhaps it’s a good time to mention that it has come to my attention there’s some question of attempted rape in connection with you and a guest of the Killingworths.…”


    Dan exploded. “What?”


    Larry went on as though he hadn’t been interrupted. “… as well as a question of intent to spread the HIV virus. I’m sure you know what I’m talking about. If a test shows you to be HIV-positive, you could be up on charges of attempted murder.”


    “Who’s going to order me to take an HIV-test?”


    “You know very well that it’s within the jurisdiction of any court, should the matter come to that.”


    There was silence on the other end. Dan felt his heart galloping a path through his stomach, but he wasn’t going to let a lawyer get the better of him. “Don’t try to bully me, Mr. Fiske. And don’t insult my intelligence. I’m obviously smarter than you.”


    “Really?” Fiske’s voice dripped disdain. “How do you figure that?”


    “Simple — because I’m not a lawyer. And if anything, I’m the one who should be worried about catching something.”


    “Yes, Mr. Sharp. You probably should be very worried. I’ll leave you with those thoughts.”


    The call clicked off.


    “Son-of-a-fucking bitch!” Dan snarled. His hand shook as he forced himself not to bang the receiver down. His mouth was dry. He tried to marshal his thoughts. Things were definitely getting out of hand. And worse, what he’d assumed about being hired to find Craig Killingworth was totally false. The mystery was spreading, with no sign of who wanted Killingworth found.


    Dan thought back to the report. Craig Killingworth had disgraced himself in his hometown and in the eyes of his family, then got on his bicycle and — what? Been hit by a car and died? Committed a crime and scrammed? Or simply started a new life for himself without looking back? All of these were possible. Sometimes locating a missing person seemed like taking a multiple-choice exam. Other times it felt like digging through the rubble to find something you only suspected was there, if it wasn’t in one of a thousand other places.


    Sometimes, with a few known facts, it was like a recipe. Put in all the ingredients, including a few conjectured ones, stir round and round, and voila! — a cake — though in this case a particularly inedible one. Dan smiled at his analogy. He’d try it out on his boss one day. When he’d cleared himself of the filing cabinet incident. When his boss regained a sense of humour. Okay, maybe not. And — oh yes! — don’t forget the missing ingredient: I have to advise you that the Killingworth family would take exception to your decision if you choose to take on that request. That was the icing on the cake. Maybe Lucille Killingworth did not want her husband found. Why? Did she have something to hide?


    Dan looked over the information Sally had left on his desk. He turned to his computer and checked flight schedules then pressed the intercom button. His boss answered. “Good morning, Daniel.”


    “Good morning, Ed. It’s about the Killingworth case.…”


    “I haven’t had time to think about who I might be able to spare.”


    “It’s okay,” Dan cut him off. “I don’t want you to replace me. I’ve decided to stay on with it. If that’s all right.”


    He heard his boss give a confused chuckle. “Yes — by all means. It’s fine with me. More than fine.”


    “Good,” Dan said. “In fact,” he checked his watch, “I’m off in about three hours to catch a plane to B.C. to follow up on a lead there.”


    “Fascinating. Enjoy the weather.”


    “I’ll be sure to do that.”

  


  
    


    Eighteen



    Islands in the Strait



    From the windows of the plane, the green span of Lion’s Gate Bridge glinted in the sunlight. Below, the city was a quilt of urban crosshatches rolled up against the mountains and edged down to the sea. For the first time in weeks, Dan felt a sense of relief. Maybe it was just the rush of flying, the release of escape. Flight brought a sense of endless possibility, of life lived elsewhere than the city he’d planned and failed to leave every year for the last ten years. (Then again, he reminded himself, it always felt a little like failure to think he might actually leave it for good.) Or it may have been his proximity to Trevor, the Mayne Island Hermit, whom he hadn’t yet made up his mind to see. It wouldn’t do to get Trevor’s hopes up if things were suddenly to take him elsewhere. The vicissitudes of fate did not smile favourably upon chance love affairs in strange cities. The gardener he’d come to find might prove not to be here after all, putting an abrupt end to his trip. Still, a call at least was in order: Hello, I’m here. Goodbye again. But what was the point?


    Beneath them, the Earth turned while the plane resisted gravity. For the moment he was a pirate, an Old World explorer circling the new one, with endless opportunities stretched out below. And in those limitless seconds of suspension, right up until the moment the wheels touched ground and life resumed its expected course, it seemed as though anything could happen.


    They were over the Strait of Georgia. Below, the Earth lay fractured in a myriad broken pieces. Mayne Island was one of them, a soft bed to land in. The dying light gave the islands a magical cast, their dismembered outlines surrounded by silvery moats and darkening shorelines.


    Surrey, on the other hand, was anything but magical. It was tawdry and squalid, though unlike other urban disasters this one wore its squalor with a sort of hometown pride. B.C.’s moderate climate and reputation as a haven for drug users had created an underclass of addicts and an attendant criminal fringe element. The push to ready Vancouver for the Olympics had unsettled its transient population, and many had migrated to the tidal plains to the south.


    Picking up his rental car at the airport, Dan watched a wreck of a man scouring the asphalt for cigarette butts. The ride got grimmer the closer he got. Surrey made the unseemly parts of Toronto look like a picnic basket on a checkered tablecloth. He stopped for directions at a 7-Eleven. A Native woman approached him holding a can of Schlitz, tab clicked open. She held it out, her expression childlike. “Drink?”


    “No thanks.”


    “What’s your story, honey?” she asked.


    “No story — just looking for directions.”


    She smiled hopefully. “You want directions to my place?”


    Dan shook his head.


    “I got beer,” she said.


    “I can see that. Thanks anyway.”


    His hotel lobby was bright and cheerful, but the effect ended there. A doughy young man handed Dan his keys and pointed down a dim hallway with a carpet one shade away from dog vomit. It bulged when he stepped on it, as though he were walking on something alive. Irregular stains indicated either an errant house pet or water leakage. He looked up. Sure enough, the ceiling bore telltale signs of dripping.


    At first glance his room appeared fine, apart from a faint odour of wet fur that permeated everything. Dan opened his suitcase and hung up his clothes. Jet lag was hitting him in the back of the neck. At home it was already past midnight. He stripped off his shirt and pants and lay on the bed in his underwear. He looked up at a sudden sound. Ten feet outside his window, a very large woman appeared on a balcony and began to pull laundry from a line. She was backlit, dressed in a shift that emphasized her shapelessness. Dan crept sheepishly over and drew the curtains.


    He thought of Bill and laughed, imagining his distaste at being stuck in such a place. Then he thought of Trevor again — so near, yet so far. He toyed with the idea of calling but decided against it. He watched part of a movie and a bit of news, then turned off the television and slept.


    The neighbourhood would have been hard put to say it had seen better days. Nor did it look like it ever would. It was a shameless, almost desperate mismatching of poorly constructed warehouses, chemical plants, and odd-fitting homes with yards buried under debris that seemed like they’d never had the temerity to hope for anything better. Nor, in all likelihood, had its denizens.


    Dan approached a row of townhouses that appeared to have survived a bombing blitz, but only barely, one of which bore the number listed as the last known address for Magnus Ferguson. The fenced-in front yard resembled a dustbin and suggested the wrecker’s ball would not be far off. To each his own, Dan thought. He knocked, but no one answered. The stillness that came back might have been the stillness of a mausoleum.


    A window lifted on the second floor of an attached house. A scruffy head poked out, little more than a skull with a wisp of grey fleece stretched over it. “Who is there?” called down a gap-toothed East Indian, a smile shifting his unshaven jowls.


    “I’m looking for Magnus Ferguson,” Dan said. “Do you know if he still lives here?”


    The man chuckled. “Maggie? No, sir — he doesn’t live here no more. I haven’t seen him in years.” He stopped to scratch his head. “He could be dead, for all I know.” He smiled, as if the thought brought him some small comfort.


    “Is there anyone else around who might know where he went?”


    The man shook his head. “No, sir. If I don’t know it, no one does. I see everything around here. Whatever goes on, I hear about it. I’m in the wheelchair, you see?” He lifted himself up by the arms and pressed closer to the sill, as if willing Dan to see the chair he claimed lay under him. His head and torso slumped back down.


    Dan pulled a card from his pocket and held it up for the man to see. “My name’s Sharp,” he said. “Dan Sharp. I’m going to stick this under your door. I’ll write my hotel number on it. If anything comes to mind, please call me.”


    “Sir, excuse me for asking, but does it pay?”


    Dan looked up from where he’d knelt to insert the card. “It could,” he said. “If it leads to anything, it could.”


    “I’ll see, sir, if I can turn anything up for you.” The man poked his head with a finger. “I am all the time having ideas.”


    “I’d be much obliged.”


    The second address turned out to be only blocks away, though Magnus Ferguson’s tenancy there predated the other by more than a decade. A pair of raggedly dressed men lay on the steps, their legs barring the doorway. One was an older man, small and wiry. He looked like he’d lived a long time on the streets. The younger appeared to have a few years to go before he caught up with his companion.


    Dan stopped in front of them. The younger man eyed him warily and motioned to his companion to let Dan pass.


    “You a cop?” said the older man, making a half-hearted attempt to move out of Dan’s way.


    “No,” said Dan.


    “See,” said the older man to the other. “He ain’t gonna hurt ya.” He put a hand out to touch Dan’s leg. Dan stepped out of his reach.


    “Don’t touch him, man!” his companion said, spooked.


    “I’m just being friendly,” said the other.


    “Okay, but don’t touch him, man. He doesn’t want to be touched.”


    “You two live here?” Dan asked, breaking up the pathetic charade.


    The pair looked at one another, as though to get their story straight before answering. “Nah,” said the young man, shaking his head. “We don’t live around here.”


    Dan mentioned Magnus Ferguson, but the name drew a blank. “Thanks, then.”


    He took the stairs to the third floor. The hallway reeked of urine and years of accumulated neglect. There’d once been carpet laid down, but that had been ripped out and remnants of an adhesive left stuck to the concrete floor. He knocked on a faded blue door that opened almost immediately. A thin woman in a pink sweater stared at him. Stringy hair hung down past her shoulders. Dan would have been hard put to say if she were young or old. The smell of something meaty and slightly sour caught his nose.


    She looked at him uncertainly. “Oh, I thought you were Mary,” she said, tucking a brown strand behind one ear. Then, “Can I help you?”


    “I’m looking for a former tenant, Mr. Magnus Ferguson,” Dan said. “I believe he lived here a number of years ago.”


    She scrunched her brow and appeared to be thinking. “Doesn’t sound familiar,” she said, turning back to the room. “Mom? Do you remember a Magnus Ferguson used to live here?”


    “Oh, yes,” came the feeble reply. “He used to live down the hall when we first moved here. You were still a kid, though, so you wouldn’t remember him likely.”


    “You’re right, I don’t,” the woman called out over her shoulder. She turned back to Dan. “I don’t remember him,” she said with a shrug.


    “Who’s asking?” came the mother’s voice.


    “My name’s Dan Sharp,” he called over the pink shoulder. “I’m a missing persons investigator. Would you by any chance know where Mr. Ferguson moved to?”


    “Let me think. I seem to recall he moved just a few streets away from here. I saw him once or twice after he moved.”


    Dan read out the address he’d just visited. “Would that be where he moved?”


    “That sounds right,” came the disembodied voice.


    “He’s not there now, but thank you.” He wrote Magnus’s name on the back of a card and gave it to the woman in the doorway. “Call me, please, if you or your mother think of anything else.”


    She scrutinized it then looked up. “Uh-huh. Okay. Will do.” She smiled sadly and watched till he reached the end of the hallway before closing the door.


    On the ground floor, the two derelicts were still lying on the doorstep. They looked up with glazed eyes at Dan’s approach. He seemed to register with them briefly before they turned away again.


    The doughy hotel clerk recognized him as he crossed the lobby. He hailed Dan and handed him a note. “I didn’t want to miss you, sir,” he said, as though he’d been waiting anxiously all afternoon for Dan’s return.


    “Thank you for being watchful,” Dan said, tipping him. He looked at the note: Call Ahmed Rathnam (“guy in wheelchair”), followed by a phone number.


    “Hello, Ahmed, this is Dan Sharp. I got your message.”


    “Hello, sir. Good to hear from you. Mr. Sharp, I think I may have some information for you, sir.”


    “About Magnus Ferguson?”


    “I have indeed, Mr. Sharp. I think you will be pleased. I have an address for you.”


    Dan’s ears picked up at that. “Is it recent?”


    The man laughed again. “Sir, I know it is recent.”


    “I’ll be right over,” Dan said.


    He was at the man’s door in fifteen minutes. Ahmed waved at him from the same window. He turned back to the room and Dan heard him call out. A moment later, a small boy opened the door and looked up with wide brown eyes.


    “Come in, please.”


    Ahmed appeared at the top of the stairs in his wheelchair. “Sir, I think you will be pleased with what I have found for you. It is an address. A current address.” He called out to the boy, who ran nimbly up the stairs and snatched a paper from his hand and back down again, handing it to Dan.


    Dan read it over and looked up. “I’m grateful. Will fifty dollars compensate you for your troubles?”


    The man bowed his head. “I humbly thank you.”


    “If you don’t mind my asking — where did you get this?”


    The man laughed. His index finger touched his forehead and pointed up. “I told you, sir, I am all the time having ideas. This woman comes to collect the mail once or twice a month. I sent my grandson Naveen out to find her and he came back with this.”


    “And this is where she sends his mail?”


    Dan read the rural route and postal box number on Vancouver Island. There was no guarantee Magnus Ferguson would be there, but it merited a try. He might be seeing Trevor sooner rather than later.


    “It is, sir. It is.”


    Dan handed the boy the reddish bill.


    The boy grinned as he held it out before him. “Five-zero. Fifty. That’s a lots of money!” he exclaimed.


    “Yes, it is,” Dan said. “Make sure your grandfather buys you something nice with it.”


    The boy nodded, smiling. “Oh, yes,” he said. “Oh, yes! No more kurta pyjama. I want Game Boy!”


    Out on deck, the engine’s hum filled the air. A blurry moon burned a bone-white path along the darkened strait. Mountains loomed black on either side of the boat, deceptively close. Mayne Island was somewhere ahead. If Trevor sounded welcoming, Victoria could wait a day or two.


    He flipped open his cell phone and dialled. Trevor’s reassuring voice answered.


    “Hi there, sexy guy.”


    There was a pause. “Dan?” The voice was hesitant.


    “Correct. How are you?”


    “Great! I’m really well, thanks! How are you?”


    “I’m doing all right, too. I thought I’d call and say hi.”


    “Well, I’m glad you did. It’s good to hear from you. It sounds really windy, by the way. Where are you?”


    “Outside on my cell phone.”


    “It’s nice to hear your voice.”


    “And yours. I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately.”


    Trevor laughed softly. “That’s sweet. Though it would be nicer to hear you say it in person. I was serious when I said you could visit any time.”


    “I know. I’ve been thinking about that.”


    “So?” Trevor’s tone was jocular, half-taunting. “When are you coming?”


    Dan pretended to mull this over. “How does now sound?”


    He heard Trevor laugh. “Now what?”


    “How does right now sound for a visit?”


    There was a pause. Dan waited. “Um, explain?”


    “I’m on the ferry. I’ll be berthing at Village Bay in fifteen minutes.”


    “What?”


    “….and I sure hope there’s a hotel on your island if you’re too busy to see me.”


    “Is this for real?” The ferry’s three-toned wail sounded over the engine’s roar. “Oh my god!” Trevor exclaimed. “Are you really here?”


    “How far are you from the terminal?”


    “Ten minutes by foot, if I start now.” He paused. “You’re not kidding, are you? I mean, I hope you’re not, you bastard.”


    “I never kid. See you soon.” Dan clicked off and went back inside.


    Dan couldn’t remember ever having driven in such utter darkness. It could have been the blackness of death, deep and irrevocable. Here and there cottage windows glowed like fireflies, winking in and out between trees. Trevor talked excitedly all the way, pausing briefly to announce an upcoming turn Dan could barely make out. A long, narrow drive elbowed into the forest, turning perpendicularly before lurching upwards over rocks and weeds. High above, a roof jutted from a hilltop like a misplaced runway. Lights sheared off from the windows and into the trees.


    “Even in the dark I can tell this is quite a piece of architecture,” Dan said.


    “Thanks. I designed it myself,” Trevor said. “We have to park here and walk up.”


    The headlights died and everything disappeared outside the car.


    “Sorry it’s so dark,” Trevor said, swinging the flashlight back and forth on the path ahead. “My garden lights stopped working last month.”


    They navigated the stone steps studding the hill. The climb brought them to a metal walkway spanning a gully and leading to the front door.


    “In the daytime this gives a great view of the harbour,” Trevor said. “You can stand here and see clear across to Pender Island.”


    At the door Dan waited for Trevor to step forward with the keys. “Go ahead — it’s unlocked,” Trevor said with a laugh. “It’s always unlocked.”


    Dan put his bag down inside the entryway. Trevor scooped it up and trotted off with it. “I only have one bedroom, and you’re sleeping in here with me,” he said, “so don’t get any ideas!”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Dan replied. “I didn’t come all this way to sleep on a couch.”


    Three walls of windows flanked an open space whose ceiling sloped up at the far end. The blackness outside seemed to press in on them. Sleek lines and clean surfaces lent the interior a modern tone, but the old-fashioned feel of wood and tile kept it comfy and warm. Dan suspected it mirrored its owner’s personality.


    “You’ve done well,” he said.


    Trevor shrugged. “Back when I had a real job....” He removed a bottle of wine from the fridge and held it up. “White okay?”


    “Sounds great.”


    Trevor uncorked the bottle and set it on the counter. He looked at Dan with an odd smile. “I can’t believe it.”


    “What can’t you believe?”


    “You. That you’re here!”


    Dan stood in the middle of the room. Trevor came over to him. The kiss started as a question but quickly turned insistent, the flat of Trevor’s hand on his back urging Dan closer. Trevor broke it off with a sigh.


    “Please — have a seat,” he said, running around the cottage, switching off lights and pulling down shades.


    Dan sat as Trevor stepped onto a back porch and returned with an armful of logs, stacking them in the fireplace. Flames reached up from rolled newspaper and kindling to the logs. Trevor’s nervous energy seemed to be running down. He slid onto the couch beside Dan.


    “I’m afraid to look too closely,” he said. “I’m afraid this will turn out to be a dream and I’ll wake up lonely again.” His hand on Dan’s neck drew them closer. “Kiss me again. If it’s a dream, this will wake me.”


    Their lips met and withdrew. Trevor smiled. “Mmm … not a dream.”


    “You feel pretty real, too, I’m glad to say.”


    “Okay. What are you doing here? Have you come to live snuggly ever after with me or what?”


    “Actually, I’m here on a case.”


    “You’re searching for someone? How exciting! But if it’s me, your search is over. I promise not to resist.”


    Dan smiled. “You’re number one on my list, but there is someone else I’m here to find.”


    “Wait!” Trevor exclaimed and shot up from the seat. “This calls for a drink.” He returned with the bottle and a pair of glasses. “I hope you like Viognier.”


    Dan’s eyebrows rose comically. “I adore caviar.”


    “Ha!”


    They toasted and Trevor sat back on the couch. “Shoot,” he said, glancing over to check that the fire was burning properly.


    “I’ve got a lead on a misper that’s taking me to Vancouver Island,” Dan said.


    Trevor’s face was a blank. “You’ve got a lead on a what?”


    Dan smiled. “Sorry. A ‘misper.’ A missing person.”


    Trevor searched Dan’s face, eyes focusing on his lips. He inched closer. “On second thought, let’s save business for later,” he murmured, running a hand over Dan’s chest. “If I wait any longer to touch you I might explode.”


    Dan woke to a window full of stars. Fingers reached down his belly and began to stroke him. Dan wrapped his fingers around the hand and squeezed, filling his cock with warmth. He searched in the dark for Trevor’s mouth and kissed him long and hard.


    “I’m jealous of every man you’ve ever slept with,” Trevor murmured. “Are you always that fantastic in bed?”


    “Generally speaking, I’m not even mildly interesting, so no.”


    “Liar,” Trevor said, his fingers continuing their work. “You are hot hot hot!”


    When they lay back again twenty minutes later, the stars had dimmed, the treetops beginning to lighten.


    “If we get up now we can have breakfast and watch the sunrise,” Trevor said.


    “Are you always this romantic?”


    “Always.”


    Outside the sky was cool and grey. The chill felt good against Dan’s skin. Sounds filled the air — branches rustling, birds calling, the far-off rush of water — noisy in their way, but different from the city’s restless pulse.


    His impressions of splendour in the dark had been right. The house sat perched on an incline, surrounded by soft fernlike branches of green and rust. From the walkway he could see the harbour between the trees and catch an occasional glimpse of Pender Island’s dark cliffs through the mist.


    He crouched along the steps leading to the drive, his fingers trailing the wires that connected the garden lights. By the time Trevor called him for breakfast, he’d repaired the short.


    “Anything else need fixing?”


    Trevor’s eyebrows rose comically. “Besides me?” He smiled. “Seriously, can you build a wood shed? My firewood gets wet out on the porch, even with the tarp. The damp gets into everything here.”


    “No problem,” Dan said, glancing around. “It looks like there’s no shortage of lumber.”


    The mist stubbornly clung on all morning and refused to part for the sun while they ate and put the dishes aside.


    “Come on,” Trevor said. “I want to take you someplace special.”


    “More special than this?” Dan said, looking through the windows at the canopy of trees dropping to the ocean in the distance.


    After twenty minutes of walking they reached a turnoff. Trevor stopped to look over the backdrop of Western Redcedar. It was the clothes, Dan thought. And the uncombed hair — a little windswept. Trevor wasn’t exactly dressed in full-lumberjack garb, but he had an outdoorsy look, different from how he’d looked in the city. In a good way. Not a J.Crew posed-for-effect way. Then again, he was a man who would look good in almost anything.


    Trevor turned, as if he’d heard Dan’s thoughts. “Want to stay here with me and grow old together?”


    “You make a compelling case for it.”


    “It’s paradise here. Or it would be. But every Adam needs his Steve.” Trevor smiled. “Just a suggestion.”


    A family of deer crossed the road and stopped to regard them with big liquid eyes.


    “Pretty fearless, aren’t they?” Dan said.


    “No natural predators,” Trevor said. “That’s the best thing about living on the island. There was a wolf once. It used to swim from island to island and eat its fill of deer, but it was shot over on Pender when it attacked a dog.”


    “Any bears?”


    “None that I’ve heard about. There are a lot of cougars, but only the human variety.” Dan looked at him curiously. Trevor was grinning. “Single, middle-aged women hunting for men.”


    “Oh!” Dan laughed. “I’m out of practice with straight humour.” He paused and looked around. “Speaking of, is there much gay life on the island?”


    “I know a few couples. No single men that I’ve come across. There’s not much gay life here, but then there’s not a lot of anything other than retired straight couples and me.”


    “Must get lonely.”


    “All the time.”


    A car passed. “Wave,” Trevor commanded.


    Dan waved and someone honked. “Who was that?”


    Trevor shrugged. “Just people. Doesn’t matter. Everyone’s friendly here.”


    The sign pointed down the path: Japanese Memorial Garden.


    “We’re here,” said Trevor.


    The garden had been built to honour the Japanese-Canadians who settled the islands and were incarcerated during the Second World War. The scant quarter acre surrounded by forest was inventively landscaped. Unobtrusive signs identified shrubs and trees planted strategically throughout the space, gingko living beside yews and plums and flowering cherries. Everything centred around a green-encrusted pond. At the far end, a giant rhubarb with leaves the size of small satellite dishes drooped gently down to the water.


    “I’m still amazed that I live here,” Trevor said. “I guess I’m not convinced I deserve it. I’ve always lived in cities — Calgary, Edmonton, and before that in Vancouver for a number of years. That was a long time ago, in another life.”


    “How did you end up here?”


    Trevor stepped carefully over a patch of emerald moss. “The truth?” he said.


    “If it’s appropriate.”


    Trevor smiled. “Very diplomatic — but I don’t mind saying. I had a breakdown.” He shrugged, as though to say it was over and there was no use going through it again. “Afterwards, when I realized I was going to live — and that I might one day even want to live — I knew I needed to disappear.”


    “So you came here….”


    “For years I had a job that paid me a lot of money but gave me absolutely no joy. My life — what I called a life — was spent in a box in the sky that smelled like Febreze. I had a nice view and all the right friends and everyone said I was a success, but the truth was I got no pleasure from anything. I wasn’t even alive.” He smiled ruefully. “So I gave it all up and moved here. It’s lonely but much easier on the nerves.”


    “You can be lonely surrounded by millions of people. Cities aren’t what they seem,” Dan said. “Most days I can barely stand Toronto. It’s become so greedy and aggressive and uncaring.”


    Trevor laughed. “Isn’t that what people always say when you tell them that? Cities aren’t supposed to care — they’re too busy being cities.”


    “I’ve never known what to do about it.”


    “You can do whatever you want — including nothing. I think that’s what most people do. They just live with it and never figure out that it’s killing them.”


    The Queen of Nanaimo edged into view, a giant white swan against the green-black of the water. They watched the boat manoeuvre the coastline and head into harbour.


    “So here I am,” Trevor said. “Alone on my island retreat, lonely as hell, but with my peace of mind intact.” He paused. “Come on, I want you to meet someone.”


    They made their way around the pond to a fence where dozens of small brass plaques had been affixed at regular intervals.


    “Joe meet Dan. Dan meet Joseph.”


    Dan bent closer to read the inscription: Joe Wilkinson 1968–1999. He looked to Trevor for an explanation.


    “My ex. The one thing I couldn’t leave behind when I moved here. I scattered his ashes in the forest over there.” Trevor pointed past the far side of the gate. “And some in the water over there.”


    “I’m sorry,” Dan said.


    “Don’t be sorry, he’s happy here.” Trevor smiled and looked along the length of the fence. “Here with all the others who nobody really remembers except the ones who put up the plaques.” He shrugged philosophically. “And a hundred years from now, no one will even remember who we were.”


    A curved metal plate hung between two trees, an exotic bronze art piece catching the sun, with a clapper strung next to it. Dan struck it and the gong reverberated through the forest, rich and low, holding its tone long after they’d passed through the gate.


    Trevor scrambled down a rocky ledge to the shore. Tidepool sculpin darted in the pooling water while birds with flecked wings flitted in the branches above. He jumped up onto a rock and crouched there like a garden gnome. “I never heard the rest of your story. You mentioned you’re here on business.”


    “Yes. Thanks for reminding me.”


    “So I shouldn’t hold out hope that you’ve come to live with me forever?”


    Dan sighed. “You’re welcome to try to convince me. But no, I’ve come on business. And I can’t forget I’ve got a family back home.” He paused. “Actually, I’m in B.C. to look for Thom’s father.”


    Trevor looked at him with a quirky smile. “Thom Killingworth? You’re looking for my Uncle Craig? I didn’t know he was in B.C.”


    “I’m not sure he is, but the trail leads here.”


    “So, why…?”


    “Someone hired me to look into his disappearance.”


    “Who? If I can ask.”


    Dan shrugged. “It’s odd, but I don’t know who the client is.”


    Trevor licked his lips and nodded. “Is that why you came to see me? You think I can tell you something?” Dan started to speak, but Trevor cut him off. “It’s all right — I understand if you did. I’m still grateful that you’re here.”


    “I said that’s why I came to B.C. I came to Mayne Island to see you.”


    Trevor admitted a slight smile.


    They stood on the upper deck of the ferry heading to Vancouver Island. It had rained for an hour that morning, as it had nearly every morning since Dan’s arrival, then the sky cleared and turned blue by the time they reached the terminal. Dan left Trevor outside the public gardens in Victoria.


    “You sure you’ll be all right? You won’t get bored?”


    “It’s my favourite place to shop,” Trevor said. “I might even have High Tea at the Empress Hotel.”


    “I’ll see you back here at three then.”


    “Say hi to my uncle if you find him.”


    Dan followed the highway north out of town. At an intersection outside Ladysmith a dirt road hesitantly joined the highway. Dan found the bank of mailboxes just past a ridge. He looked down the rows of numbers till he came across 37 and the name Magnus Ferguson in a tight script. It had been that easy. Then he reminded himself that he’d found a man’s name on a mailbox, not the man himself.


    Dan’s eyes followed the dirt road where it disappeared around a line of trees half a kilometre ahead. He looked back at the mailbox that held upwards of fifty names. How many of these places would he have to investigate? How many were even down this stretch of road ahead? There were probably a half-dozen others nearby.


    He got his answer at the fourth place he tried. Three German Shepherds ran alongside his car, barking insanely as he drove up the drive. He stopped outside the squat bungalow and waited. Lacy curtains parted and a face appeared in the window. The door opened and a man approached wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and rubber boots. Dark eyes followed him as Dan rolled down the window. “Sorry for the intrusion. I’m looking for Magnus Ferguson.”


    The man scratched his chin and grew pensive. “You’ll find his trailer three, maybe four drives down on the right,” he said. “But I don’t think you’ll find Magnus.”


    Dan’s eyebrows rose.


    “You family?” the man asked.


    “Distant.”


    The man looked concerned. “Well, I don’t think he’s alive any more, I’m sorry to tell you. He went off to the hospital in Vancouver a couple years back. He was looking pretty poorly at the time. The wife heard some time later that he died. Lung cancer, I think it was.”


    Dan nodded. “Can you tell me who looks after the trailer now?”


    The man slumped. “I did for a while, but I stopped about a year ago. I figured he wasn’t coming back.”


    “Do you know who collects his mail? His name’s still on the box out by the road.”


    “Sorry, I don’t. I’d be surprised it he even got any now.”


    Dan looked away. All this way to hit a dead end. Somehow it didn’t seem right. For a moment, he wanted to thank this man for looking after the trailer of a man he never knew.


    “What was he like, if you don’t mind my asking?”


    “Nice guy. Kept to himself mostly, but friendly if you approached him. Always kept a neat garden. I imagine it’s gone to pot now.” The man smiled ruefully. “Not that kind of pot. He even stacked his firewood meticulously.”


    Dan thanked him and drove on to the white-framed twenty-four-footer. The power lines were still attached. The garden surrounding it looked like it had once been something, but now it was overgrown, disappearing into forest, the line between what had been kept in and what kept out impossible to distinguish. He stepped out of the car and knocked on the flimsy door. The sound reverberated through the woods and startled a murder of crows.


    He waited a moment but knew there was no use. He stuck his card in the doorframe and went around back, where a pile of meticulously stacked firewood greeted him. It had grown green with moss around the edges. No one had removed any of the logs for some time.


    He drove back to the main road and stopped beside the mailbox. He wrote a longer note and put it in an envelope, slipping it inside the box.


    The fire burned low in the grate. Dan held Trevor’s hand against his chest. The feeling was warm and richly layered. They might have been a couple, still together after many years, nourishing and measuring what lay between them, amazed by the continuance of life.


    “You never told me what happened between you and Bill.”


    Dan stirred. “Didn’t Thom fill you in?”


    Trevor shook his head. “I’m not really in touch with Thom. In fact, I was surprised when I got the wedding invitation. I think that was Aunt Lucille’s doing. I was always a little scared of cousin Thom, to tell the truth. He was older and knew how to get what he wanted.”


    “Like you?”


    “Like me and a whole lot more. He was always pushy, but after his father left he became downright cruel, especially if you challenged him at anything. I guess he was just reacting to being abandoned. He eased up as he got older.”


    “What about Ted?”


    “Ted was the soft one — self-indulgent, poetic by nature. Not as good-looking as Thom. He always seemed to fail where Thom succeeded.”


    “Has no one tried to stop his drug problem?”


    “Apparently not. He’s always had easy access to drugs, thanks to the family money.”


    Dan ran his fingers through Trevor’s hair, letting them linger along his neck. “Do you remember your uncle at all?”


    “A little. He was my mother’s brother.”


    “Clare,” Dan said.


    Trevor looked at him. “Yes. How did you know?”


    “It’s in the police report.”


    Trevor nodded. “We used to visit when I was a kid, but then we moved out to the coast. There was a scandal before my uncle disappeared, though. My mother and father actually stopped talking to him.”


    “Was it because of the assault?”


    Trevor shook his head. “No, it was before that. About a year before, I think. Uncle Craig moved out of the house for a while, but then he moved back in again briefly. Marital discord of some sort — nobody really talked about it. Then later he was suspended from his job as principal. The rumours just kept getting worse. I didn’t get all the details, just assumed it was one of those adult things you weren’t supposed to know about.” His face was lost in thought for a moment. “There was something else — I barely remember it now, though it made a huge impact on me at the time. Not long after Uncle Craig disappeared — or maybe it was just before he left home the first time, I can’t recall — all his horses died.”


    “His horses?”


    “He kept horses. Six of them. They all died one night. They’d been poisoned, I think. I remember Thom wept. He loved those horses.”


    Dan recalled the photograph of Thom astride a large black horse on the mantle in the Adolphustown house.


    Trevor looked up. “Now that you’ve reached a dead end, will you be leaving soon?”


    Dan smiled. “Am I crowding you out already?”


    “Not at all!” Trevor brought Dan’s fingers to his lips. “Believe me, I’d love to keep you here forever.”


    “Except what would I do for a living?”


    Trevor smiled. “I’ve already got that one figured. I’ve got a neighbour who’d kill to have your skills available for hire. She brought her husband over to see the shed you built. I could feel the envy burning a hole in my wood. In fact, there’s probably not a person on the island who doesn’t need something handy done. You could make a killing here.”


    Dan looked over at the window, the darkness pressing in against the glass. The other day he’d realized how easy it would be to disappear here. To vanish from your previous life and start over again. It would be that simple. No one but the trees to know of your defection from the real world. Though what could be more real than this, he couldn’t say. “I can’t say I haven’t considered it,” he admitted.


    “I don’t want you to leave thinking I don’t desperately want you to stay. But you’re not ready. I can see the signs. To some people living here is a retreat; to others it’s a prison. It’s very different when you’re here for an extended period of time.”


    The darkness outside the windows reflected in Trevor’s eyes, those eyes that had moved away from the disasters of the past and looked forward to a more hopeful future. Dan scarcely dared think he could have any part of it.

  


  
    Nineteen



    My iPod, Your iPod



    Dan set his bags on the hallway tiles. Late afternoon shadows emerged from the corners. There was no Ralph peering at him from the kitchen, tail wagging expectantly, and presumably no Ked, which meant he was either at practice or still at his mother’s. One day Dan would have this place all to himself, with Ked grown and living on his own, the dog wherever the dog ended up — either with Ked or out in some greater greener pasture that held a place of awe in animal lore.


    His answer machine yielded three messages. The first wasn’t entirely unexpected, the next two were. He hit play and his cousin Leyla’s distinctive bleat filled the room, as though she was there with him and not four hundred kilometres north and two decades back in time. Here was the girl who had been almost like a sister to him, the girl whose “impressive” breasts were the subject of schoolyard lore, which he recalled now with amusement. Her voice took him a long way back.


    He listened carefully to the message then dialled her number and played catch-up for a few minutes. Then she got around to the subject of her mother’s latest test results — they hadn’t been favourable. Dan felt a pang of guilt; it had been more than three years since his last visit. He’d sent birthday greetings, Christmas presents, anything to bridge the gap between trips, but there’d always been some excuse keeping him away. He hated to think they might believe they were no longer important to him.


    “God, Leyla, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”


    “Three months — that’s what the doctor said.” She was matter-of-fact about it, though Dan had no doubt she loved the mother she was about to lose, if not sooner then later. She paused. “She was hoping ta see ya, Dan. Can ya come up?”


    “I’ll come up.”


    “Better make it quick, eh?”


    “What about you, Leyla? You need anything?”


    “No. I’m all right. Kurt pays the child support on time. One thing he’s been good for, at least. He’s stayed out of jail the last couple years, but we’re through. Last time I marry a guy because he’s got a nice motorcycle, know what I mean?”


    “At least he never hit you.”


    “No, he never did or I mighta left him sooner. Too bad, eh? Wanted to hit him myself a few times, though.” She laughed.


    “I’m just back from a trip out west. Let me check in with work to see whether they can spare me this weekend. I’ll give you a call.”


    “It’d be good to see you, Danny. Well, you know what I mean — despite the circumstances.”


    The second message was from Donny. He’d been fired from Holt Renfrew after fifteen years. He sounded shell-shocked. While Dan saw Donny as something of a Zen master who could maintain his equanimity in the middle of a war zone, he could tell his friend was having a hard time with this one.


    Donny was in the midst of cooking when he answered on the second ring. “I was wondering why you hadn’t bothered to return my calls,” he said sulkily. “Anyway, I’m already over it. I’m not even angry any more. I think.”


    “So they just fired you? They just said get out?”


    “More or less. I wasn’t escorted to the front door, but there weren’t any flowers either.”


    “But why?”


    “I’ve been trying to sort that one out. I think it’s the ooh-la-la factor. It’s not chic right now to be buying perfume from a black man.”


    “Are you saying they fired you for being black?”


    “No. Not at all. They fired me for being out of fashion. Or maybe for not being Indian or Arabic. All the chi-chi jobs are going to Indians these days. It’s the accent. The Rosedale ladies love it. I’m Yesterday’s Girl.”


    Dan pondered this. “You’ll get another job. You’re not too old. Just be glad this isn’t happening a decade from now.” He tried to sound convincing, but he knew it was the verbal equivalent of a pat on the back, the way he talked to Ked sometimes. Cookies and milk would have been more of a comfort. “Why not take a vacation? Get away for a couple of months. You’ve got money.”


    “Thanks, but I wasn’t planning on going anywhere just now.”


    “You’ll be more relaxed and in the mood to look for a job when you get back.”


    “I’ll also be older. I’m in an industry where youth succeeds far more than a relaxed attitude.”


    “Maybe it’s time for a change of career,” Dan said, trying to sound hopeful. “There’s always government.” In his mind’s eye he saw corridors thronged by men and women clutching briefs as they scurried about in search of political patronage — a helping hand, a meaningful pat on the back. The perks of civil servitude.


    “I always said I’d kill myself before becoming a civil servant.”


    “Well, then? What are you going to do?”


    “I’ve got a nice gas stove here. I could stick my head in it.”


    Dan heard the sounds of clanking pots on the chrome range in Donny’s well-appointed Jarvis Street condo.


    “Maybe you’re right,” Donny continued. “I need to get out of the city. I’m currently looking from my prestigious penthouse window down over the panorama of our beloved Commonwealth of Gay. And it doesn’t add up to very much right at this moment. When did the world become so … colourless?”


    “You and my assistant should get together.”


    “I thought your assistant was a girl.”


    “Never mind.” Dan cast around for something positive to say. “Look — you’ll find a new job. Maybe a better one. This will pass.”


    “And this too shall pass.”


    Dan thought of Trevor and his island. “You could always cash it all in and go live in the country where it’s green and smells at least halfway clean.”


    Donny snorted. “And where would I cruise on a Saturday night?”


    In the past twenty minutes the room had eased from late afternoon to an early twilight. A silvery light slipped through the partially opened kitchen door. Dan struggled for something to say. “Look, do you want me to come over?”


    “No. Thank you.” There was a long pause. Then, “Would you miss me if I died?” Donny said, his tone casual, as if he’d asked Dan to pick up a pack of cigarettes from the corner store.


    “What a question!” Dan said.


    “I’m serious. Can you answer it?”


    “Of course I can. And, yes, I would miss you a great deal. Probably until the day I die. Don’t do this to me!”


    “I’m all right, really. I was just wondering.”


    Dan heard more cooking noises. “Of course I’d miss you. For one thing, I’d have no one to laugh with over those sentimental old movies we watch after your fabulous dinners.”


    “Well, that’s good to hear,” Donny said. “I was never sure if you realized we were supposed to be laughing at them. Anyway, I’m okay. I didn’t mean to alarm you. If it’s all right with you, I’m going to get on with my Nasi Goreng. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    The answer machine yielded its final message. Dan listened twice to be sure he got the gist of it while anger twisted its tendrils around him like a strangling vine. Kendra’s voice cut through the stillness of the house as Dan imagined Ked’s future lying shattered on the tile floor like the glittering pieces of some rare Etruscan vase. This was what came from not choosing your friends wisely.


    He was about to call Kendra back when he heard the hollow thud of footsteps on the outside stairs followed by a key in the lock. Ked stepped in looking gloomy, but with a rebellious glint in his eyes. He put his backpack down and glanced warily at his father.


    Dan said, “I got a call from your mother.…”


    “Yeah, and she didn’t believe me either,” Ked began.


    Outside, a streetcar sizzled along the rails. Dan paused to take stock of the situation. “Let’s not start there,” he said. “I never said I don’t believe you. I haven’t even heard your side of things.”


    Ked slumped against the wall.


    “Talk to me, Ked.”


    “Okay — I was listening to an iPod in the schoolyard….”


    “Whose iPod?”


    “Ephraim’s.”


    “The kid I see you with sometimes after practice?”


    Ked nodded without meeting his father’s gaze. “Anyway, when the police came….”


    “How did the police get involved?”


    “I don’t know, they just … someone called them, all right? I don’t know!”


    His son was working himself up. Whatever he’d been through at school had taken its toll. “Take a breath,” Dan said. “And just tell me what happened.”


    “They said they were going to charge me with possession of stolen property.”


    “The police said this?”


    Ked nodded.


    “And where was Ephraim?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “What do you mean you don’t know? You had his iPod.” Dan heard his voice getting louder. If Ked persisted in giving these two-second answers, he might explode. It could only disintegrate from here. He felt broken glass underfoot.


    Ked’s eyes narrowed in anger. “I don’t know where Ephraim was. He loaned me his iPod and then he left.”


    “And you had it when the police got there?”


    Ked nodded. “Look, why would I have stolen property when you buy me anything I want? I already have an iPod and a Game Boy and a million other things, so why would you even think I would steal? Have some faith, Dad.”


    Dan looked at his son slouching against the wall. He was torn between comforting him and wanting him to suffer a little — long enough that the humiliation would leave its mark. Deep enough that he would never do anything like this again — whatever it was he’d done. But more than anything, Dan thought, he wanted to protect Ked from the million ways a life could be ruined by the actions of a single unguarded moment. “It’s not me you need to convince,” he said.


    Ked looked up. “Then who is it?”


    “The police, your school principal — you need to convince the people who don’t believe you. The people who don’t know you as well as I do. I simply want you to tell me what happened. What were you doing with a second iPod, for instance?”


    “Eph let me borrow it. He wanted me to hear something on his that isn’t on mine. Is that such a strange concept?”


    “No,” Dan said. “Not at all. Except that you happened to borrow an iPod that was stolen. Let me ask you this — does this Ephraim sell stolen goods?”


    Ked shot his father an angry look. The rebelliousness returned to his face. “No! He just bought it from some guy!”


    “Would you calm down, please?”


    “Why should I calm down? You’re accusing my friends, Dad. I know Eph, and Eph would never purposely handle stolen goods.”


    “Then why did he have it?” The argument was turning circular.


    “Who would turn down an iPod for thirty five dollars?” Ked screamed.


    “Didn’t it occur to him that a thirty-five-dollar iPod might be stolen property?” Dan’s voice sounded angrier than he’d intended.


    “Apparently not,” Ked said, his eyes misting over. “You don’t believe me either. You don’t trust me!” The hurt in his face was apparent. “I always tell you the truth and you don’t trust me!”


    He took the stairs three at a time. Dan heard his bedroom door slam.


    Kendra was inclined to reserve judgment on the question of whether Ked had known the iPod was stolen property.


    “I mean, think about it, Dan. He’s always told us the truth, hasn’t he?”


    “Of course.”


    “Well, sometimes at that age you don’t think about the consequences of things.”


    “That age, nothing! He can’t afford not to think,” Dan snapped. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This is really rattling me.”


    “It’s all right. I’m sure there are things here for both of us to learn.”


    That was Kendra — all about learning things when the world was falling apart. Still, Dan admitted, it was better than falling apart with it. “It’s just that kids sometimes do stupid things. I’m not saying he was stealing, but maybe he simply turned a blind eye to what his friends do.”


    “Then this will be a lesson he won’t soon forget,” Kendra said softly. “Come on, it’s not the end of the world.”


    “This could be on his record for a very long time — guilty or not, it doesn’t matter.”


    “I know.” Kendra sighed. “But we’ve gone this far without these troublesome parent-teenager issues, so I think we’ve done a pretty good job, all round.” She paused. “No — you’ve done a good job. I’ve mostly been sitting on the sidelines reaping the rewards. So try to remember that before you beat yourself up over this.”


    The issue lingered like a dark cloud, with Ked suspended from school. His friend had quickly cleared him of all suspicion regarding ownership of the iPod, but the issue of stolen property remained. Then suddenly, the day turned bright again. The school principal called to apologize to Ked and his family, dismissing the terms of suspension and asking Ked to return to school. That same day Ephraim’s mother produced a receipt from a pawnshop showing she’d bought the item legally, and all charges were dropped against the boys.


    Dan was glad to have the issue resolved, but in that time his son remained edgy with him, tense and barely communicative, as though in Ked’s mind Dan had gone beyond some sort of acceptable parent-son boundaries.

  


  
    Twenty



    Sid and Nancy



    Known locally as “the 69,” the highway to Sudbury does little to prepare you for the city itself. True, the farther north you go the more barren the terrain becomes as the Canadian Shield rises from the earth like a giantess spreading her apron to shelter a multitude of stunted children, the towns and cities marginalized and tethered on the periphery of the land. Offering boreal forests in the south and tundra to the north, the Shield is better known for its abundant mineral deposits and the mining communities that have exploited them for more than a century.


    The landscape had changed greatly since Dan’s time. Much of the change was positive in ecological terms, undoing years of bad. The International Nickel Company’s much-vaunted Superstack, a 1,247-foot, concrete chimney, had been built not long after Dan was born, as if to commemorate his arrival. The poisons and pollutants that once blanketed the town were now sent spinning into the atmosphere at an altitude high enough to cut Sudbury’s pollution by more than ninety percent. His aunt recalled days when she’d had a raw throat all summer long from the sulphur emissions, conjuring images of ash films that blackened the snow outside her basement apartment in winter.


    For miles around, forests had strangled on the noxious by-products of mining, the conifers turning rust-red as their needles dropped and the plants slowly died. The region’s pink-grey granite turned black with soot and the vegetation crawled farther and farther into the bush while lakes filled with acid and the fish population shrank and died. With the coming of the Superstack that suddenly stopped, as urban centres to the south began to report mysterious lines of yellow haze scrawling across the sky. Even Inco’s reinvented Tower of Babel couldn’t whitewash the filthy scud away forever. It had to come down somewhere.


    To a child, Sudbury had seemed an intricate playground of things gone wonderfully awry: houses jutting from mountainsides, car-sized boulders in basements with washing machines and furnaces tucked around these incongruences. Buildings pitched and tilted to the sway of winding streets, as though the Crooked Man who’d built a Crooked House had returned with a vengeance to construct an entire derelict, lopsided town crowned by the searing gold spill of slag dumps, a magisterial ring of fire poured down nightly on the Earth.


    Local legend saw the town nested in the crater of an extinct volcano, just waiting for the return of the fiery forces to extinguish it again. Geologists speculated it was the site of a giant meteor crash that gave the area its vast iron and nickel ore deposits. Years of annual spring floods led some to conjecture that the downtown was in actuality a giant swamp, as water rose over the streets with their smattering of English and French names that mingled New and Old World history: LaSalle, Elgin, Wellington, and the generic but obligatory catch-alls of King and Queen. Who the hell Frood was, no one seemed to know or care. At times the floods were so severe they seemed to be mocking the city planners until they put their heads together in the mid-sixties and devised a drainage system that dealt with the problem once and for all.


    Despite its problems, Sudbury affected a sense of homegrown achievement. Schoolchildren recited proudly how prior to the first Apollo moon launch the flight crew trained in the terrain around the city because it resembled the lunar landscape closely enough to launch an astronaut’s career in earnest.


    But if Sudbury was the moon by proxy, then the Flourmill District was the dark side of that moon, an industrial, monochromatic soot-on-soot neighbourhood of the type that sprawled throughout England in Victorian times, finally slouching across the ocean to end up reborn as a living museum exiled in northern Ontario ever after. It made the gritty black-and-white misery of other industrial centres seem like a dove’s cry.


    Dan pictured the cold-water flat without a bathtub where for years he’d washed in a sink with a tap that never entirely turned off, and whose drips left a turquoise stain on the ceramic basin, just a few streets over from the colossal concrete towers that sat like a giant six-pack of dynamite behind his home. The nearest of the six bore an irregular hole the size of a small child just a few feet above the ground. Lore had it the flourmill had once been set for destruction. The hole, it was said, offered testimony to the fact that even explosives had failed to topple it. Children’s fancy, of course. More likely the dimple had been caused by an errant bulldozer that limped off afterwards with a damaged shovel, having learned to pick on something closer to its own size. As a child, you never admitted you came from the Flourmill District. Not only was it the wrong side of the tracks, it had seemed the worst place to come from in the entire country.


    Dan passed a tavern he hadn’t thought of in years, a shallow trough where he’d been sent more than once in search of his father. “Get your father home for supper,” his Aunt Marge instructed in her chirpy voice, though Dan knew supper would be long put away by the time he returned, with or without his father. Dan never had a problem getting into Sudbury’s bars. The bartenders, if they guessed his age, simply turned a blind eye. Or perhaps they knew him for Stuart Sharp’s son. More than one son or daughter had shown up to fetch their parents over the years. Many returned for a longer stay once they came of age. More likely, they assumed Dan was as old as his dark looks proclaimed, which was significantly older than his actual years.


    Inside, he knew, was the latest generation of miners, the hard-working men who earned their living pulling precious metal out of the bowels of the Earth, a whole under-class who spent their hours toiling in darkness, not seeing the sun for weeks at a time, who woke one day wondering where their lives had gone and how they’d managed to miss out on them. Meanwhile, their children had grown up without them, their wives had become bored and discontented, and no one could tell them what it had all been for. Until his death, Dan’s father had been one of these men, his personality stuck on edgy, his face so expressionless it had probably not exercised its muscles in years. Permanent immobility was written all over it.


    He found the house on the hill at the top of Bloor Street, the same flowered curtains in the windows as when he was a child. Probably they weren’t the same, but no doubt his aunt had replaced the originals with curtains of the same style and colour. He sometimes wondered if growing up surrounded by rock had convinced her that all things were more or less permanent, and that efforts should be taken to preserve them just as they were.


    He stepped down the crumbling concrete steps and stopped for a moment where his four-year-old self had heard one of the neighbours say, “She’s gone, poor thing.” The woman had looked at him with such a pitiful gaze that it etched itself onto his heart forever. His mom was gone again, that much he understood. Where she’d gone or when she’d return, no one could say. Except that time she hadn’t come back.


    Leyla was waiting at the door with open arms and a ready smile. He wanted to say something like, “You haven’t changed a bit,” but it was such an obvious lie it would only have caused embarrassment. Pretty as a teenager, her looks had been fleeting, like her youth. Her skin sagged, her pallor the colour of oatmeal. She hadn’t gotten stout, but her once impressive breasts were, he gathered, more of a hindrance now than an enticement. She seemed to have wrapped them in an old sweater to keep them from getting in the way. The one thing that hadn’t changed was the glint of joy in her eyes. Dan gave her a peck on the cheek and squeezed her in his arms. She felt tiny.


    “Mom’s been so excited knowing you were coming,” she said, in a way that told him his absence the past few years had been more marked than he cared to believe. “How’s Ked?” she asked.


    “He’s good. He’s really tall now. Almost as tall as me.”


    “They grow so fast you can’t keep up with them. Geez, eh? It’s funny. Mine are nearly grown too. I hardly see them any more.”


    She still talked like a high school majorette. Dan recalled her fondness for mohair sweaters, pleated skirts, and hair barrettes.


    She put a hand on his shoulder and nodded to the bedroom door. “Go on in, Danny. She’s been waiting for ya.”


    Gloom met his eyes, a half-drawn shade simply masking the fact that the light was permanently obscured by the house next door. The wallpaper was Sedona Rose on Pickle Green, some daft artist’s rendering of happiness and cheer. Paper daisies in a snow-white vase sat atop a dresser. The room smelled of disinfectant covered with something homely. If he were to die of a wasting disease, he knew, he could do worse than come back here to be tended to by Leyla. Everything had been tidied up and put away, the room almost too clean to admit to any suffering. He imagined the dull days winding ahead for his aunt, but with a fixed value attached to their number.


    On the mantle ranged the usual collection of cards: Get Well Soon, Heard You Needed Some Cheering, and Hope You’re Feeling Better — his own hadn’t reached them yet. All with the usual compulsory euphemisms that said everything but the truth: Goodbye For All Time or Prepare To Meet Your Maker. From behind one card peeked the corner of a photograph: himself as a dirty-faced kid of three or four, with a grin to break your heart. What had happened to that boy? Dan wondered.


    His eyes adjusted. His aunt lay on the far side of the bed, as if avoiding the light. Flannel rose in soft swells around her sleeping head. A hearing aid curled around one ear like a pink foetus, her hair Marcel-waved into tiny seashells. As a boy he’d watched, fascinated, as she egg-whited the tips of curls and stuck them to her cheeks. Imagining herself glamorous, no doubt. Maybe she’d fancied herself a movie star: Joan Fontaine or Lana Turner. And why not? Life held few enough rewards for someone like her.


    At one point she’d briefly turned Jehovah’s Witness, driven for comfort by a husband’s beatings and a brother’s drinking. Eventually the husband vanished, though Leyla said for years afterwards her mother would turn a hopeful ear to the door if there were footsteps outside at night, still praying for his return. It never came. No one knew if he were still alive or, if dead, where he’d been buried. The consensus was that he’d come to a bad end somewhere and that it had been well deserved, whatever it was. Dan recalled her sweaters that always smelled of dampness. She would wait till his dad had gone to work and then start in on him, clutching him to her chest and making him promise he would never drink, smoke, or swear. Devil’s work. His father did all three, Dan knew. He used to wonder if she’d asked him to make the same promise. He hadn’t listened, if she had. But even religion hadn’t lasted forever, like most things in her life.


    He remembered her as a woman who spent much of her time planning diets of one sort or another: the grapefruit-only diet, the no-bread diet, the sugar-free diet, and various others with no particular name. All of them defined by a lack. She’d never been a great cook, but she always made sure there was food on the table for Dan and Leyla. Her specialty was peas in gravy on white bread, with greasy ground beef mixed in. Her version of a balanced meal, no doubt. Some days there might be mashed potatoes instead of the sliced bread with its tan leathery borders. Afterwards, orange fat lay congealed at the bottom of the electric frying pan — her one frivolity — until its rounded corners slid under the iridescent soap bubbles in the sink. Most of her days were spent in silence, which was just as well because when she spoke people looked in fright at the sound of her voice, like a whoopee cushion on Prozac. But more than anything, he remembered her as a woman who had taken in another woman’s child to raise as her own.


    Someone — probably Leyla — had propped a chair in the corner. He dragged it close and sat next to her. Here she was, his aunt who had always been kind, always accepting. His aunt, who had spent thirty years selling tickets at the movie theatre before retiring on a government pension. Goodbye and thanks for a job well done. When she was younger she’d dreamed of reinventing herself by opening the classifieds to see what fascinating job she could apply for that might just blow her horizons wide open and make all her dreams come true. What’ll it be next: waitress at Kresge’s Red Grill or counter help at Herb’s Bowl-a-Rama? Another time it was a day cashier at Woolworth’s followed by a stint as stock clerk at Zeller’s. The options were stupefying. Maybe she thought they’d go on forever, but one day they ran out and she ended up where she began, dying of emphysema, her life and choices behind her forever.


    Dan leaned over the bed, taking care not to bump the fat green cylinder that pumped itself out via the long thin tube attached over her head and feeding into her nostrils. Her skin was wrinkled and translucent, as if, oxygen-starved, her body had subsisted on a diet of light. Her hands were swollen like pudgy starfish.


    Here, then, was the salt of the earth. It didn’t get any better or purer.


    Eyelids flickered open, eyes cornflower blue. “Hello, Danny,” she said, as though she’d seen him only a short while before.


    “Hello, Auntie.”


    “My goodness, you look awfully good. Handsome as ever. It’s so nice to see you home again.”


    The sentence must have exceeded her lung capacity, because Dan heard the intake of breath, the sharp rasp behind the words.


    “How are you feeling?” he asked. “Is Leyla doing a good job of looking after you?”


    She spoke a little slower, pacing herself. “Oh, don’t you worry — she’s doing a good job. You know what she’s like.” She took a long pull on her oxygen.


    There was a peaceful sound to her voice. Or maybe it was resignation — he’d never known her to be a fighter. She would just as easily go along with whatever Death had in store for her as a request for supper to be made for visitors. Compliance — her greatest virtue — was one and the same with her.


    They spoke for ten minutes before Dan felt her tiring. She wouldn’t let him go, hanging onto him as long as she could. “I’ll come back again tomorrow,” he promised.


    She shook her head. She needed more of him right now. “Will you go out to visit his grave while you’re here?” she asked, squeezing his hand as though encouraging a small boy about to tackle a very big task.


    “Sure.” He turned his eyes to hers. He hadn’t intended to go to the cemetery and knew he probably wouldn’t keep his word, but she wanted him to say yes. “And maybe hers, too.”


    “You haven’t been out for a long time,” she said, heaping on the reasons to go now that she’d got him to say he would, just as she’d once made him promise never to drink, smoke, or swear.


    “No,” he said. “I haven’t.”


    “You weren’t so lucky when it came to parents,” she said.


    “I had you,” Dan said, resting his hand on her arm.


    “Still do.” Her eyes teared up a little. “He loved you too, you know. Even though you thought he didn’t.” She took another pull on the oxygen.


    Dan shook his head. “I don’t know.”


    With all the presence she could summon, she gazed directly at him. “He did,” she insisted.


    Dan smiled indulgently. “Maybe I didn’t understand him. It was a long time ago. It doesn’t matter now.”


    “Doesn’t it matter to you?” she asked. She was silent for a while. “I think you’re right. Maybe you never understood your father.” Her eyes carried a look of well-worn sorrow.


    “You knew him better than I did,” Dan managed. Don’t, he told himself. Don’t argue with a dying woman.


    “It broke his heart when you left.” She smiled pityingly, as though she knew she would hurt him by saying this. “You didn’t know that, did you?”


    Dan went on as though he hadn’t heard her. “I had to go. He always seemed so angry. I never knew why. At the time, I thought he hated me.”


    “Yes,” his aunt said, her eyes a long way off. “He was an angry man. But it wasn’t you he hated.” She sniffled. “She was no angel either. Your mum, I mean. She went out and drank and hung around with god knows who half the night. No, she was no angel herself. You wouldn’t remember — you were just a little kid, Daniel.”


    Something boomed in the distance, a prelude to doom, that well-worn fiddler’s march to the scaffold. There was a worn quality to her voice, water rushing against a shore. The memories were returning, like some half-forgotten love affair. Only the story ended in death — the first by pneumonia, the other through self-destruction.


    “It broke my heart watching him drink himself to death. Though for a few years he tried hard not to — for you.” Dan gave her a sharp look, but she caught him. “Yes, for you. Maybe to make it up to her, too,” she allowed. “But you can’t change the past. I just wish you’d known he loved you, no matter what he felt about himself. No — it wasn’t you he hated. It was only himself.”


    Her voice had gone quiet. Dan leaned in to hear her better. He saw his father as a thoughtless man who destroyed the things he loved. Then he saw himself kicking at Ralph and screaming at Ked in his impatience, wondering again what drove him to do those things.


    “They were arguing over you,” she said. “He said, ‘Christine, you shouldn’t be going out with a small child in the house.’ And him working till all hours, and it being Christmas too, but your mum was drunk and he couldn’t stop her.” She paused for a long time before she continued. “She went out somewhere — the bar probably — we never found out. But she went out. He locked the door, as he did every night, and went to bed. I guess he thought she had a key. Or maybe he thought he’d wake up and let her in, but he didn’t hear her … if she knocked.” She was looking off now, not talking to him but to the past, the people she saw there. “We found her nearly froze to death on the doorstep in the morning. He was never the same after she died. Never the same.”


    Dan could hardly breathe. The dream came back to him, the one with the Christmas ornament and the glittery tree and the strange scratching sound at the door. The door his father had locked when his mother left and not opened for her in time. He looked at his aunt folded into the covers, vanishing before his eyes, into sleep, into time. “He locked her out? In the cold?”


    Her eyes turned to him. “He locked her out of the house. Maybe he thought she’d go and stay with her sister, but she didn’t.”


    She finished her tale of old sorrow and lay back on the pillow, eyes pleading with him to let her be, as though she’d finally done her work and might now go to a much-deserved sleep, forever to forget what she had told him.


    Dan glanced up at the dancing neon of girls kicking up their legs and waving top hats while a floating martini poured itself endlessly onto the sidewalk. He’d promised his aunt he’d visit his father’s grave, and perhaps this was it. He caught his breath and ducked inside.


    The interior smelled of litter and broken hearts. It was a commoner’s pub, but the noise was an uncommon racket. As taverns went, the Colson lay between a back alley asylum for life’s unwanted-unwashed and one of those annoying modern-day wonders bent on fusing good cheer, good times, and good friends by invoking the holy trinity of Darts, Karaoke, and Trivia, with quizzes about dead Motown artists and quick-time sports statistics that interested no one but the poor sods who surprised themselves silly by knowing the answers in real time: Hey, Bernie! Next round’s on me!


    This one was a simple watering hole for the working men and women looking for a chance to put up their feet, catch their breath, recount the day’s troubles and have a cold one, two, four or more, to help shorten the hours as best they could. The camaraderie was cheap, and for the most part you got what you paid for. As for gizmos and gadgets, the condom dispenser outside the “Gents” took first prize over the ATM affixed to the “Ladies.”


    Jukeboxes had gone out of style long before the compact disc killed vinyl, but this one boasted an impressive relic, an antique by any standards, sitting over in the darkened corner behind an unused bar. Now and then, one of the faithful would walk over with a confident smile — This one’s for all the boys in shaft number 3! — fish around in his pockets and toss in a slug, punching the litany of numbers like Moses transcribing the stone tablets for God’s Chosen. Good old Sudbury, thirty years on and still happily awash in the cat-gut twang of Freddy Fender and Conway Twitty, second only to the power chords of Bachman Turner Overdrive. Three minutes and thirty-three seconds of pure golden oldie pleasure. Just another Sudbury Saturday night. Old Tom and his PEI stompers had it right: Inco, bingo, and getting stinko was pretty much all there was on the menu.


    Dan took a seat in the shadows. He was too late for day prices, but that was probably just as well — he wasn’t planning on staying long. A drink or two at most. He looked around the room where his father had spent so many hours. How many drinks had it taken him to reach that place where it all stopped mattering, and the wife he’d killed without meaning to appeared before him with a smile and a forgiving kiss?


    The bartender stood behind his dispensary, a dry cloth over one shoulder, pouring drink with the tireless faith of a priest in the confessional keeping watch over his flock by night. On the countertop a tray overflowed with dimpled beer steins, gold up to here, white froth above the cut, and all for a tinker’s dam. He added one to the count and pulled another.


    Behind Dan, a fat blonde laughed a high glossy trill, her table covered in empty glasses. Her look said trash but her saucy eyes said she could see the cheque good at any bank. Her smile was a retina-blinding flash of good times and fun company, and maybe more if you played your cards her way. She reached for a cigarette, lit up, and tossed the deadened stick into a tray overflowing with burnt match ends and bent stubs like charnel house bones. What No Smoking sign was that, dearie?


    A grubby one-armed man looked over at the blonde, calculating the moves in her direction. He paused, Casanova on the steps of the Vatican considering coming out of retirement to try his hand at eternal beauty one last time. A maturer man now, holding back a moment where once he would have pounced.


    And suddenly Dan saw her, floating between tables, tray raised in a silent blessing. The Angel of Mercy who never spilled a drop as she poured her beatitude from one vessel to another: Marilyn’s cleavage, but with Maggie Smith’s face, and aware to the penny how much every inch was worth. A smile extended long enough to hear his request and return to the bar. Time for niceties later, if required.


    He could still recall his last visit: he’d been thirteen, not quite fourteen. The doorman loomed like a refugee from a disreputable sideshow, looking him up and down before pronouncing Dan invisible and turning away in boredom. The whole time he was inside Dan waited for someone to tell him to leave, if not to pick him up by his scruff and toss him freeform through the door, while he scoured the room for a sign of the old man.


    This was after his father had taken to drink again following the years of uneasy sobriety — the effects of a strike that had gone on past being amusing, the pleasures of idle afternoons long since worn thin. In their place, a bone-wearying boredom had set in along with occasional flashes of rage at “the man” — sometimes elevated to “the fucking man” — exacerbated by the bottle he talked to day and night. It had taken Dan a while to understand that his father wasn’t referring to a specific man, but a collective one composed of bosses and managers and mine owners who “day after frigging day” conspired to keep him from his rightful place of employment under the ground.


    No matter that he cursed the very same man just as thoroughly when there was no strike on. What the young Dan suspected, and eventually understood, was that his father hated things as much when they went smoothly as when they didn’t. And when it came down to it, he pretty much hated all things equally, no questions asked.


    That night, he’d found his father sitting alone in a corner nursing a whiskey on a table that held three empty glasses and a plastic-framed menu boasting that The Best Eat Here! A morose man, weaned in silence and hard times, sipping at his drink without a word. Now that Dan thought about it, it might have been around the anniversary of his mother’s death, probably why his aunt had been even more insistent than usual that he find his father and bring him home.


    That night Dan found him wrapped in his all-weather coat, a no-colour garment that smelled of tar and fish, with rips along the seam where the insulation had fallen out, like something bludgeoned to death with a tire iron. Loneliness was never pretty, even when it dressed up for a Saturday night, and it was seldom inviting to anyone on the outside.


    When Dan tried to coax him home, his father looked murder at him. To Stuart Sharp, home was never where the heart lay, no matter how dark and stormy the world outside. When Dan asked why he wanted to sit there drinking alone, his father replied with all the silence in the world. It was what he did best, after all.


    Now Dan picked up his glass and took a sip. He had a few more to go before he caught up to the old man.


    Even for alcoholics there is a hierarchy of drunkenness: drink, drank, drunk, and drunkard. The tag on the liquor doesn’t count for much. You don’t get there any faster on expensive cognac than on cheap red wine, or even dollar-store cologne if you have the stomach for it, though the first goes down a bit nicer. Put a smelly aquarium in the corner, fill it with bloated carp, and the crowd appeal goes up for some reason known only to God and His Angels. Something to look at other than the waitress’s titties and the busboy’s bottom, maybe.


    It was as if there were two worlds, one for the perfect, privileged people in film and on television, and another for the rest of us who are neither perfect nor privileged enough to matter. But it was when you crossed over the River Merry into the Land of Shame that you knew you’d taken a very wrong turn. Especially if you couldn’t remember how you got there and forgot to leave a trail of breadcrumbs to plot your way back again. Drinking itself wasn’t the problem. The problem, Dan knew, lay in the degree that it took hold of your life and ran you about without your knowing.


    Still, at its best drink could make you soar above the crowd. When the mood hit and the vintage suited, there was nothing better. You felt it in your veins, the way it lifted you up like a gifted amateur at a karaoke rally, turning heads with the talent you knew you had in you all along. It was the bird that flew high and took you, grateful, along with it, tucked beneath its spreading wings, till you touched the golden ball in the sky. At its worst, it carried a sledgehammer’s swing like those games at the midway, as you downed one drink after another without ever ringing the bell, when you knew with agonizing certainty that with the right drink you could slam that bell all the way home. Only you can’t do it, swing after swing, because the rhythm is always wrong, no matter how ballsy you get, how rotten with drink, and you sink without flying upwards, without singing the song in your veins, going down as fast as you’d lose a wager on a three-legged dog. Dan knew he was in for a night of lead boots.


    The lack of a karaoke machine didn’t stop the optimistic or the desperate. From a far corner came the ragged improvising of one fellow who looked not long for this world, or perhaps he’d stopped in from the next for a quick one, blessing the living with his rendition of “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” a laryngeal howl, raw as a fresh sunburn, and joined by an unlikely back-up from old times. Mick Jagger hungry for the glory days and Grace Slick coming down off a month-long bender.


    Him: a wizened little monkey face, lips screwed up, his rock & roll all pain and attitude. Her: hair fringed like a sixties hippie, eyes staring from some forgotten acid trip, like she’s haunted by a memory fixed in her brain that won’t let go. Still, she’s neatly put together: white blouse belted on over tight black jeans, Nancy Sinatra boots, good cleavage even in the light. She’s over fifty, but then he might be nearly twice that.


    One of the sure signs of being an alcoholic is when your three best friends are bartenders. These two had friends in spades, while all around them sat the tired faces of the hard-working men and women who looked like little more than deflated balloons and empty overcoats draped over chairs. What they all had in common was the uncelebrated lot of the working man and woman.


    The singer sent the notes skyward with a particularly inventive phrasing to his rendition. “Go, Georgie!” some die-hard rock & roller called out, with Grace cheering him on. Made for each other, the pair was. She put her hand on the inside of his thigh, let it creep upwards with a raucous laugh, like it was an old joke they were sharing. The tune turned and he began to crow like a rooster, quenching thirst and drowning troubles as one. A covering of chartreuse over iodine: “The Green, Green Grass of Home” had never sounded so agonizingly verdant.


    Dan reeled into his pocket and pulled out a mash of bills, peeled two off and slapped them onto the table. Maggie Smith came over and snapped them up, teeth stained chromium yellow like unpolished silverware.


    Over by the door, a stain seemed to be trying to ooze into the shag without much success. Dan sidestepped it and staggered from the bar to stand breathing in the night air. That good clean Sudbury air, bought and paid for by the generosity of Inco.


    Mist hissed from the sewer grates where shadows huddled against the cold, home to the unlucky and unloved. The cityscape faded into grey over the disembodied forms of a pair of unhappy wraiths. They glanced up at his passing. Purple hair and nose rings. Where did they get the money? Nifty hair and piercings didn’t come cheap.


    Dan walked on, trying to imagine his life if he’d stayed. Where would he be now if he hadn’t taken that first step onto the tarmac of the 69, never lifted his thumb, opened the cab of the truck and said with stunning alacrity as though he’d done the same thing a million times before, “I’m heading for TO”? Stacking empties at the LCBO, probably, or driving a cab or even working as a clerk at the gleaming new taxation centre. Or maybe he would have died, one fistfight too many, the blinding flash of a brain hemorrhage followed by everlasting blackness. A line on a tombstone to indicate his whereabouts underground. But he would never, ever be working underground. Not for Inco. Not for Falconbridge Mines. Not for anybody.


    Maybe he’d be the older man groping the teenaged striplings with their nervous eyes and taut tummies, jeans sloping down to reveal, pinked and toned, those smooth, muted buttocks, watching with quiet patience, one hand on his rod, while the trestle trembled and a boy timed his ejaculations to spew over his fist at the shriek of a train passing overhead in the dull monotony of a summer’s afternoon, as the brooding older man with the scar on his right temple tried to recollect the shape of the future. His future. While the dark, mutinous side of him tried, and failed, to imagine the rest of his life.


    Dan shook off the image. Memory’s way was perilous.


    He hadn’t gone a block before his bladder nagged him to stop and take care of business. He looked around and stepped inside a cul-de-sac, like ducking into a darkened church, standing a few feet out of sight from the road while he fumbled with his fly and relieved himself. He looked down and laughed: You’re pretty sizeable. He thought of the shocked look on the cyclist’s face as he pushed him against the fence. He sprayed a box labelled with a brand of tissue papers, the drops splattering back at him, managing to wet his fingers in the draw. This, he knew, was the prelude to sloppy drunk. He was halfway through his meditations when he heard the voices. He swayed toward the dark and hoped he’d finish before they appeared or else that they would pass quickly and not look into the alley’s dim depths and see him at prayer.


    Shadows appeared over his shoulder, thrown long by the street lamps. From the sound of their footsteps he knew they’d turned down the entrance to the alley. He still had the presence of mind to feel embarrassed at being caught. He shook himself and zipped up before turning, ready to smile and laugh at his predicament.


    At first he took them for an older couple. They looked burnt-out wisps of human beings. She appeared to be arguing, stumbling while leaning against him as they moved closer. Then he recognized them as the forms huddled on the sewer grates.


    She looked him up and down, sizing him up for something. A coffin, maybe. “What are you doing, fuckhead? You fucking pissing in the street?”


    A part of his brain considered this: not the nicest of greetings. Certainly not words to cheer you at two in the morning in a back alley. They continued toward him with their jerky, spastic walk, propping each other up like badly conjoined twins. Purple hair glinted in the moonlight. She wore a tight clingy skirt and leopard print leotards. The boy was in jeans with a black T. A tattooed dragon clawed its way up his throat and wrapped itself around his neck. Both had on pricey leather jackets. Between them they had enough piercings to fill a small jewellery box. Must’ve been hell getting through airport security.


    “Did you hear me? I said what are you doing?” She snarled like a Ringwraith. There should have been smoke wreathing from her lips. “I want money, you cocksucker!” Her arm clutched a purse in a ridiculous parody of a woman. “How much you got, fuckin’ dickhead?”


    “Yeah!” said the guy. “We want your money. How much you got?” He laughed and rattled a chain wrapped around his fist. They were close enough for Dan to see their faces. The flat-eyed, no-mind stare of heroin addicts doing their diddly dance. Sid and Nancy in On The Town.


    “Scum,” Dan mumbled.


    The chain quivered in quick junkie twitches. “You talkin’ to me?” the boy demanded. Make that Sid and Nancy in Taxi Driver. The perfect couple. She had a cunt for a mouth; he had an arsehole for a brain.


    Behind him, a fire escape traced a route to the roof, but it was blocked above the first floor. The only way out of the alley lay behind this highly colourful odd couple. At least Sally would be impressed. Dan reasoned he could bluff his way out or, if it came to it, he could manage the two of them without much trouble. They weren’t big and they were addicts. They were probably used to rolling drunks who couldn’t put up much of a fight. Then again, he was drunk.


    They moved faster than he expected. She swung the purse, clipping Dan on the bridge of the nose with a wallop. His hands went up to his face as his throat constricted in rage. The sky pitched, shrank, then resumed normal proportions above. The brick had found its mark.


    Sid raised an arm to follow up with the chain. Fuelled by anger and pain, Dan booted him in the balls. The boy staggered and fell to the sidewalk, the slither of leather on concrete. Through his outraged howl, Dan heard the click. Something glinted. Metal. Longer and sharper than a piercing. Nancy came at him, blade in hand, suddenly looking more than capable as Sid writhed on the ground. She would have at him for her man. Adrenaline surged like lightning. With no time for niceties, Dan kicked her in the stomach and sent her and her purple hair reeling.


    He watched, awed by the slow-motion trajectory as she flipped and rolled and landed against the curb. Her head hit, making an ugly, disturbing sound like the clack of false teeth. She lay still. Was she breathing? In that light, it was impossible to tell. If anyone came around the corner, they’d be calling him the assailant. The boy would claim he’d attacked them. That he’d been bigger and faster — maybe fast enough to kill a teenaged girl. Self-defence had brought out the knife.


    Over by the curb. An arm moved. Reached up to feel the head. Thank. Fuck. He hadn’t killed her after all. For a moment he wanted to go over and help, but quickly thought better of it. The head looked around, fixing him with a hateful stare. Hands planted themselves in the dirt. The body twitched, inching upwards. She was like the Evil Dead, already coming after him again.


    He flashed on the pub. Remembered he’d paid in cash. No paper trail. No one knew his name. Wasn’t a regular. And was very very grateful.


    Time to go.

  


  
    Twenty-One



    Drink and Resurrection



    Dan had never endangered anybody’s life — his own included — by mixing driving with alcohol. Even this latest zigzag life had thrown him wasn’t going to make him change that. There were some rules no amount of alcohol could waive, though if drinking encouraged a state in which you could convince yourself of almost anything, then that went a long way toward explaining why so many drinkers didn’t consider themselves subject to those rules. He sobered up long enough to patch his face, say goodbye to his aunt and cousin and get safely back down the 69.


    Somewhere between Parry Sound and Mactier his mind got stuck in a loop as he imagined his mother returning home to find herself locked out in the snow, knocking without getting an answer. And always, just out of reach, himself as a four-year-old, listening to a strange scratching sound that came intermittently before fading out for good. You wouldn’t remember — you were just a little kid, Daniel. His aunt’s words. Try as he might, he couldn’t erase the memory’s sepia glow.


    Despite what he’d learned about his mother’s death, Dan was determined not to fall apart over it. At least not any more than he had already. She’d been dead for more than thirty years. That wasn’t about to change. Knowledge stopped the hoping, he reminded himself, but it didn’t make things better.


    In his mind there were two women who occupied his memory and vied for the title of mother: one was light and feathery, a rustle of flowers in the morning air, a woman who made Eskimo villages out of discarded half-shells of eggs upended on drifts of cotton batten snow. The other was slovenly, weepy-eyed, didn’t dress before three in the afternoon, and made promises she didn’t keep or remember. Neither of them seemed real, just illusions he’d invented to fill in the shadows where a mother was supposed to be. He’d always felt that if he could know which version was true — or neither — then he could stop trying to remember her, stop trying to piece her together after all these years.


    Just outside Barrie he pulled over to the side of the highway and leaned his forehead into the steering wheel. A squadron of eighteen-wheelers roared past, rocking him like a child as he choked back his sobs, tears staining his pant-legs. The only thing that revived him was the thought of more drink waiting at home. Normally a draft or two would have stood him in good stead at a local pub, but the thought that he might not be able to stop there, coupled with the fear of getting stranded in Barrie, held sway. So there was hope, was how he saw it. If he still had priorities on where he would and would not allow himself to get pissed-drunk, there was still a little humanity left.


    By the time he turned in his driveway, his mind had re-focused on Craig Killingworth’s disappearance. It was an excuse, he knew, to keep from thinking about his mother’s death. He dropped his bag in the hall and went upstairs to wash his face, marvelling at the yellow and purple stain spreading beneath the skin on the right side. In the kitchen, he cracked the ice tray against the counter, splashed a healthy hit of Scotch into a glass, filled a plastic bag with the rest of the ice, and went to the living room. There, holding the bag to his face, he spread the file and photos on the floor like a mad haberdasher’s shop. He had a case to finish.


    The whiskey brought clarity to his thinking. It helped him concentrate as it dulled the ache in his head and the pain in his heart. As he drank, he contemplated the code that might or might not unlock the past: a missing bicycle, a ferry captain who said he saw Craig Killingworth crossing just one way. All this time Dan had imagined a clean break or, at worst, death by mishap somewhere down the highway. But the lost portion of the file and the missing bicycle had entwined in his mind. It seemed as though they’d been telling him something different. He just wished he knew what.


    He picked up Craig Killingworth’s photograph, trying to read into its depths. No smiles were always the hardest to interpret. Sadness or just a lack of expression? Cheese or no cheese? There was a shot of Killingworth with his sons, the dolphin-like Thom, already beautiful, and the darker, thought-ravaged features of the slightly older Theodore. Ted. Even here, Craig Killingworth’s upturned mouth was hard to press into service as a smile. What lay hidden behind those eyes? What held back the joy he might have felt at being with his boys?


    A final shot showed the interior of what looked a lot like the stables Dan had explored behind the summerhouse the day before the wedding. Killingworth’s trim figure was outfitted in jodhpurs and sport-shirt, collar turned up. He held a grooming brush in one hand; his other lay on the waxy brown flank of a gelding. Here, at last, he exhibited what looked like the ghost of a smile.


    “Where did you go?” Dan spoke to the empty room. “And why does your family not want you found?”


    A man had disappeared, leaving behind a wife and two sons. How had he not cared enough to come back? Suicide was one possible answer. For a moment, Dan pictured himself up on Lake on the Mountain. He saw himself grasping the oars as the rowboat slid over the surface of the lake. It just plunges, Thom had said. Whatever was below lay so deep it might never be found.


    He moved the pictures and file memos around, rearranging the pieces of the puzzle to make them fit. They stubbornly resisted interpretation. He reached for the bottle — empty. There was another in the kitchen, but when he tried to pour from it, it flew from his hands, smashing on the tiles. He picked up the larger pieces, cutting his fingers. Blood trailed across the floor. He cursed the perversity of inanimate objects and wiped his bloodied hand on a dishtowel.


    Did he really prefer being drunk? What a pathetic statement that made. More important, what to do about it? Why did despair always look so much better through the prism of a filled glass? Drink went into the body, through the mouth and down the throat, then on to the underbelly and, eventually, it left in a wash of fine yellow spray. And that was it for all that alcohol, pricey or not. Time to refill your glass and get on with your life. But the despair stayed, seeming to need no entry or exit, no replenishing, like mercury or some other poison that sickened without killing. Ingested by accident or by design, once in and never to leave. To rot your guts and muddle your mind till you were long past having a mind. What was it about the barrel’s bottom that looked so good from the inside? Because surely it was hell from the outside, judging by the looks others gave you when you were down there.


    The expression on Ked’s face was pure disgust. His son turned and went into the kitchen without a word. Dan glanced around. It was morning, but still early by the feel of it. He lay stretched on the living room floor like a schoolboy after pulling an all-nighter, the contents of Craig Killingworth’s missing person report strewn around him. He sat up. His eyelids felt as though they’d been peeled back with a can opener. His reading glasses lay on the floor beneath him, road-kill written all over them. He coughed and gasped at the pain searing his lungs. Obviously it hadn’t been an easy landing.


    Dan picked his way out to the kitchen where Ked had begun cleaning up. Glass glittered in the morning light. A bloodied tea towel lay in the middle of the floor. He might have believed the place had been broken into if he hadn’t recalled searching for the third bottle of Scotch in his upstairs office drawer.


    “I would’ve cleaned up. I wasn’t expecting you home till later,” Dan offered.


    “I live here too, you know.”


    It wasn’t a question so much as a flat statement asserting some sort of right which Dan was having trouble figuring out at the moment.


    “I know that. I’ve never questioned it.”


    Ked turned, his eyes hard. “You’re always telling me how to behave and not to fuck up my life. Now it’s my turn.” He was trembling. “I don’t want a drunk for a father.”


    Dan could see the fear in his son’s face. But he saw something else — something he recognized. He’d felt it himself enough times facing his own father in moments that had bordered on hatred. He saw determination hidden behind those disapproving eyes.


    “Is that what you think I am?” Dan said slowly.


    Ked nodded, taking quick breaths through his nose.


    “I know I drink a lot,” Dan said. “But I’m not a drunk.”


    “So you say.” Ked stood there staring at him. “So you say, Dad. But I’ve seen you passed out enough times to know you have a problem.”


    “I like to drink. I don’t think I have a problem,” Dan said, trying to smile despite the pain. For a moment, he wondered if he really did have a problem.


    “Then prove it.” Ked’s eyes challenged him. “I’m asking you not to have another drink for the next six months.”


    Dan scratched behind one ear. “That’s pretty drastic.”


    “Walk the talk, Dad. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me? So walk the talk.”


    Dan looked around at the mess on the floor then up at this son of his, half-grown, but maybe knowing better than he had at that age. He studied the features of the boy’s face. Somehow what was awkward in Dan had come out strong in Ked. He was becoming a handsome young man.


    “Did something happen while you were away visiting Aunt Marge?”


    Dan nodded slowly, calling to mind the conversation with his aunt as she lay in bed pulling on her oxygen. He moistened his lips. “Yeah. I guess it did.”


    Ked wiped back a tear. “Is that what set you off drinking again?”


    Dan hated the disapproval on his son’s face. “I don’t really feel up to discussing it, Ked. Maybe later.”


    “Six months, Dad.”


    Dan started to motion with his hands, but Ked cut him off. “If you don’t agree, I’m going to move out of here and go live with Mom.”


    Dan paused to take stock of the situation. His son was a meltdown waiting to happen. “Is that what you want?” he said softly. “Do you want to live with your mother?”


    “No! I want to live here with you!” he said. “But if you can’t … can’t just....” The tears started flowing, cutting off the sentence.


    “All right,” Dan said quietly. “All right. I agree.”


    Ked looked up and sniffled. “You agree not to drink for six months — starting today?”


    “Yes. I agree not to drink for six months.”


    Ked’s stance relaxed a little. “Okay.”


    Dan wanted to say something to lighten the situation. “But your Uncle Donny’s going to kill me when I tell him I can’t even have a beer with him.…”


    “No, he’s not.” Ked shook his head. “I already talked to him. He agrees with me. You’ve got to stop.”


    Six months. Surely there would be any number of valid reasons not to keep the promise. Like right now, Dan thought. A drink would have gone a long way toward making his hangover just a little more bearable. How was he going to concentrate at work when it got really stressful? Sometimes things brooded on the horizon for hours waiting for a trigger, lying there inert then overtaking him all at once, unleashing their fury like a sudden storm. The searing, sizzling, electric dazzle of it. A desert rock, a splash of water, high noon. The pressure could build for hours, but all it took was one flashpoint to unleash his desire for a drink, and it all came crashing down. Leaving him exhausted, deflated, defeated. Disgusted with having lost control over himself once again.


    Obviously he was going to have plenty to do to redeem himself in Ked’s eyes. How had the father-son equation got so turned around?


    Dan went back out to the scramble of photographs and documents spread across his rug. He gathered up the pieces and left the file on the dining room table. He dialled Donny’s number. Better to confront the beast sooner than later. Donny picked up.


    “Et tu, Brute?” Dan said.


    “Then fall, Caesar.” Donny blew a well-considered breath across the line. “I’m sorry, but I agree with your son. Just be glad we spared you the video cameras and the weeping host and the public intervention on television. But if you’re thinking about not living up to your promise, I wouldn’t do it.”


    “No?”


    “You sure like to make ’em suffer, don’t you?”


    Dan said nothing.


    “Word of advice, Danny? Don’t disappoint your son. He’s very vulnerable right now. It’s bad enough you didn’t believe his stories about nicking junk at school, but this might do some permanent damage to your relationship if you’re not careful.”


    “You really think so?”


    “I know so. And that’s why I’m telling you myself.”


    “I hear you. Thanks.”


    Dan went upstairs to the bathroom. He stripped off his clothes and stood in the shower under the cold water until it hurt. Whatever good it might do to punish himself for what had happened to his mother and whatever had or had not happened in his life, unlike his own father, Dan didn’t intend to hurt anyone else with it. Ked least of all. It was time to stop feeling sorry for himself and get on with things. If what he’d learned in Sudbury could give him anything, then it could give him that.

  


  
    Twenty-Two



    Now Playing



    The day for the planned porn sequel had arrived. Hardly the final instalment of Lord of the Rings or even The Godfather Part III, but still, Dan wasn’t about to miss the premiere of Richard Philips’s latest. He walked along the eastern perimeters of the Danforth, silently studying the words raised a head above the sidewalk: Zam-Zam Beauty School, Pro-Tax Accounting, Yummy Delicious Good Food. Hand-painted signs on plywood with lights affixed bore the perennial optimism of the eternally down-at-heel. He paused when he came to the Islamic-Christian Friendship Society. Was there any cause more hopeless at the moment? What well-meaning but futile urge lay behind the establishment of such a thing?


    High over the rundown storefronts, a militant billboard proclaimed to the faithful that “You Deserve A Better Life.” A message of salvation from an organization claiming to be “Debt Counsellors Since 1966.” Dan imagined the first hopefuls lining up for the offer of a better life all those years ago. Had they achieved a better life or anything remotely like it? Was there someone even now passing by and looking up, thankful that a similar moment had saved him from a life of perpetual misery all those years ago? Or had those first clients just bumped through life from one misery to another and died eventually, the only end to debt they’d ever had?


    Dan chose Yummy Delicious Good Food for a vantage point — half because he felt sorry for the place and half because it looked a step or two up from the donut shop on the opposite corner. Besides, it had its own soundtrack: Hank Williams Jr.’s “Hey, Good Lookin’” blared from tinny loudspeakers with its invitation to cook something up together. For all intents and purposes, it was as though the fifties never ended. A quick glance around the brown-on-orange interior with its garish lime green tablecloths and the display of yesterday’s tea biscuits and revamped muffins under fingerprint-marred glass sent a further message that no one cared about the food any more than they were concerned with interior design or current music trends.


    A tiny man whose chin seemed glued to his chest pivoted to regard the newcomer. Dan tried not to stare before realizing he was the one being stared at. To the man’s left sat a wreck with a bloated face and swollen nose. Her drink-inflamed skin looked as though it couldn’t decide where to settle, a herd of nomadic goats roaming across her cheeks. Another poor thing sat wistfully in the window wearing a yellow cardigan with a rose scarf tied neatly around her throat. Her idea of a bit of bright or just a subconscious urge to leave it all behind, like Isadora, with a quick jaunt in a Bugatti? Dan felt himself a relative beauty here. Lonely, sad, and unwanted — he called them the Eleanor Rigbys, friendless by chance or maybe even by design. Then again, who needed the grief that friendship brought? They were the city’s detritus, its social castaways.


    While others his age were moving in droves to Parkdale, awed to find drunks and crack addicts huddled on their doorsteps as though that constituted a more resonant form of city life, Dan had moved to Leslieville. Parkdale was for the middle-class kids who’d never experienced life outside the suburbs. Con artists went there to practise scams that were old in the forties and left feeling sad and somehow ashamed — something about children and candy. At least the rich kids knew better. Some days it seemed the city was filled with a million voyeurs. All audience and no show. Yet compared to this ’hood, even Parkdale seemed a buggy ride in Chelsea. But Dan had begun in the east and in the east he would stay.


    He sat and watched the entrance to Moonlight Videos. Daylight was beginning to fade. No one came or went by the front door. After a half-hour, he began to wonder if the shoot had been cancelled. Until that moment it hadn’t occurred to him that even a minor operation like Moonlight Videos might have a stage door. A private entrance for the artistes. He finished his coffee — surprisingly good for the looks of the place — and left.


    A halo of lamplights brought the sky down low, making the street look like the backdrop to a Victorian melodrama. Pigeons cooed restlessly in the twilight. He crossed the road, eyes peeled for anything showing in the upstairs window; there was no sign of life.


    He turned into a back alley, trying to decide which of the broken down doorways hidden by cast-off sofas, disintegrating cardboard boxes, and bags of rotting garbage belonged to Moonlight Videos. He was in luck. A hand-written note beckoned over a buzzer that glowed faintly in the semi-dark. He pressed the buzzer and heard the automated click. He entered and climbed two flights of dimly lit stairs with a single entrance at the top. He knocked and opened the door.


    A wiry man with a clipboard glanced up. “Hi — come on in.” He looked Dan over, his face registering interest. “You’re just in time. You’re a top, right? I told them I needed a top.”


    Dan looked over the man’s shoulder and spotted his prey in jeans and a tank-top among the handful of people in the room. Dan pointed him out. “Sorry to spoil your party, but I’m here to take that boy with me.”


    “Oh.” The man’s face tightened. “You his father?”


    “No.”


    “Who are you then? I’ve got an ID card that says he’s eighteen.”


    “And I’ve got a court order that says he’s a juvenile. Want to see it?” Dan offered the paper to the man, whose face turned the colour of ash.


    “What the fuck’s going on here?” And in came the Man in the Moon himself: a short, smudge-faced gump puffing on a cigar, as pocked and cratered as the dead rock itself. “Who are you?” he demanded.


    “Dan Sharp — private investigations. You own this place?”


    The man’s bravado faltered and died. “I’m Dave Henigar. Yes, this is my operation.” He paused. “Are you a cop?”


    Dan shook his head. “I said ‘private.’ But I’ve got a piece of paper saying I can take that boy” — he pointed at Richard — “with me when I leave.”


    The hard look on Henigar’s face returned, a barely contained fury that proclaimed him a force to be reckoned with. Without the court document, Dan wouldn’t want to be confronting this man. He waved the letter under his nose. The offer to peruse it was turned down again.


    “Believe me,” Dan said. “You’re better off if I take him off your hands, but I’ll call in help from the police if I have to.”


    The man looked over at Richard. Ash fell from his cigar. “He’s just partying with us.”


    “He made a movie for you last month,” Dan said.


    The man’s eyes flashed venom. He barked at Richard. “You — kid! Get over here. Now!”


    Richard scrambled toward them and stood there nervously.


    “This guy says you’re underage. That true?”


    The boy’s eyes flickered at Dan. “No.”


    “Don’t fuck with me,” the man growled.


    “I’m not — I’m eighteen. My name’s Lester Higgins.”


    “His name is Richard Philips,” Dan told the fat man. “He turned fifteen last month and he ran away from home in July.” Dan waved the paper at Richard, and for once someone took it. “Is that you?”


    The boy looked up from the photograph, his face scared. More than just interrupting a party, the boy’s livelihood was being jeopardized. Dan looked around at the others. A mulatto kid stood watching from a corner. Definitely underage, Dan decided. “Hey! How about you? You got ID?”


    Henigar stirred. “He’s mine.”


    Dan turned to him. “Your what?”


    “My son,” he said with a snarl, despite the aura of fear he was giving off at that moment. “And he’s working the camera.”


    “Really? Glad to know you’re using homegrown instead of stealing other people’s kids.” Dan tried for a demonic grin, hoping he looked a little deranged. “I sure hope you haven’t distributed that film yet.” He looked at Richard. “Let’s go.”


    The kid looked at Henigar. “Do I have to?”


    “Get out of here!” came the surly reply.


    Out on the street, Dan opened the car door and shoved the kid inside. He checked to see that no one was following or writing down the licence plate number then got in the driver’s side. The boy sat with his arms wrapped around his chest, pouting. “I don’t want to go.”


    “Too bad. You’re coming with me. And don’t try jumping out at the light,” Dan said. “I’m a fast runner.”


    He started the car. Traffic was light on Danforth at that hour. It was a good two minutes before the boy spoke. “I don’t want to go home. Please! Don’t take me in.”


    “I have to — you’re underage.”


    “Please! Don’t make me go back.”


    Dan stopped the car and put it in neutral. He sat there silently considering.


    A calculating look came over the boy’s face. “I’ll give you a blow job if you let me go.”


    Dan was surprised by the vehemence of his reaction. “Listen, you fucked up little asshole. What you’re doing is illegal and stupid!”


    The kid cringed in the same way Ralph had when Dan kicked at him. He softened when he saw Dan wasn’t going to hit him.


    “I don’t give a flying fuck about those guys and their movies,” Dan said, “but you could have sent them to jail for about a million years for lying to them about your age. Do you want to do that? Huh?”


    Richard began to cry. “Don’t take me back home. You have no idea what it’s like…!”


    “Then what should I do with you? Just let you go?”


    “Please? I’ll get a job,” the kid sniffled.


    Dan considered this. He thought about what might happen to this kid if he ended up back home. “Would you stick with it if I did?”


    The kid eyed him sullenly. The rebellion returned. “Would you?”


    Wrong answer, Dan thought. This kid definitely didn’t know how to play his cards. “You’d probably have to, considering I just put you out of business. They won’t touch you now they know your real age.” He was right — the kid’s life was going to be fucked up no matter what he did. “The only thing keeping me from sending you back right now is I met your mother and her charming husband.”


    “You met them?”


    “Yes, I met them. And I wouldn’t wish them on anyone, dead or alive. So you’ve got that going for you. What I want is a guarantee you’re not going to end up dead on some street corner a month from now.”


    The boy’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you care?”


    Dan stared at him. What to tell this kid about what he’d seen and done? “Tell me — do you like what you’re doing?”


    “What? The films?”


    “The films. Hooking. Hustling. Selling your body. Are you even gay?”


    A spark of self-respect stole into Richard’s face. “Yes, I’m gay,” he said.


    “Congratulations — at least you know that,” Dan told him. “Do you like having sex with guys for money?”


    The kid looked out the window. “Not really.” His voice faltered. “I got raped once.”


    “Have an HIV test?”


    “Yep. It came back clear.”


    “Bet it was scary waiting for the results, wasn’t it?”


    The defiance returned. “Yeah. So what?”


    “So what? You’re asking me ‘so what?’ Do you want to spend your life having sex with guys who might rape you and infect you with a disease so you can die painfully and early?”


    A hesitant shrug was followed by a long pause. Then, “No. I don’t want to die.”


    “Okay. Fair enough. Then I’ll tell you why I care.” Dan waited till the kid turned to look at him. “I care because twenty years ago, I was you.”


    Richard looked long and hard at Dan, his eyes suspicious but curious. “What do you mean?”


    “Boys Town — Bay and Grosvenor. That was my corner.”


    Richard shot him another look, one of skepticism mixed with awe. “Really?”


    “That’s right. Only I met a guy who helped me out. Otherwise I might still be there. Or dead.”


    Richard sat back in the seat and stared out the windshield. He nodded, as if convincing himself of something. “Okay, so what then?”


    “Ked, this is Lester.”


    “Hi, Lester.”


    Dan eyed his son. Was this too much to spring on him unannounced? “Lester needs a friend right now. You fit the bill.”


    Ked’s face showed something like pride and pleasure all at once. “Cool.”


    Dan turned to Richard, who was now Lester. “You’ll stay here with us. It’s only temporary, until I figure out what I can do for you.”


    Lester nodded. His eyes expressed gratitude, but his tongue was clearly tied in knots at that moment.


    “There’s a spare bed in my room,” Ked said. “Where’s your stuff?”


    Lester looked perplexed. “I, uh, don’t have anything.”


    “That’s okay.”


    A howling came from outside. Ked’s head swivelled toward the window. “I forgot Ralph in the backyard!”


    Ked ran to the door. The dog came bounding in, nearly knocking Lester over. The boy leaned down and wrapped his arms around Ralph’s neck, hands plunged in the gingery fur. “Hey, boy!”


    “Lester, meet Ralph,” Dan said.


    Lester looked up at Dan with the first real smile he’d given all evening. “He’s gorgeous!”


    Dan stole a look at his son. Ked winked back.

  


  
    Twenty-Three



    Stalking Cool Blue



    The bedside clock read 3:13 a.m. He’d been lying awake for nearly an hour. It was no use — he wouldn’t get back to sleep with all the thoughts pursuing him. How had Craig Killingworth vanished without leaving tracks? The poor could vanish without a trace, no banks to chase after them, no tax office to care about the millions in unpaid revenue receipts. Abducted children disappeared, grew up and changed appearance, even became someone else’s child, perhaps without knowing it. The aged and infirm simply became invisible. But how could a well-known man of influence just leave the earth, never to be heard from again?


    A man’s life consisted of certain humdrum routines — getting up and going to work, socializing on weekends, having supper with friends and colleagues, and a million variations on the same themes. You didn’t just drop out and vanish without leaving a trail or at least establishing a new routine elsewhere. The more Dan thought about it, the more he was convinced Craig Killingworth was dead. Wherever he’d gone after getting off the ferry, he probably hadn’t lived long enough to tell anybody about it.


    He went into his office and opened the file. Sometimes repeatedly going over the details of a case drummed something into his brain that he would otherwise have missed. The words here still told him nothing. If there was a clue, he lacked the key to unlock it. He turned to the photographs, scrutinizing them with his magnifying glass. The shot of the stables held his interest. Was it the light in Killingworth’s eyes? The hand on the gelding? No, that wasn’t it. He turned his attention to the background. With a jolt he recognized the container of rat poison on the window ledge — the one he’d seen on his tour of the barn last month, only twenty years younger in the photograph. If he blew it up large enough, he might even be able to read the poison warning. He recalled Trevor’s story of the horses that had died after his Uncle Craig disappeared. Accident or eerie coincidence? Who would want six horses dead, and why?


    Dan thought of Magnus Ferguson and wondered what the now-dead gardener would have had to say about it. Had Killingworth really fired the man for theft or had there been another reason? A love affair with his wife, perhaps? Maybe Craig had disappeared after a violent confrontation gone wrong. Or had Lucille arranged for the gardener to kill her husband, paying him a tidy sum in a yellow envelope? He wouldn’t put it past her. In fact, she might even have done it herself.


    Dan let his imagination wander. How would a woman like Lucille Killingworth kill? Surely not by force. With a gun if she had to, but that was always messy. There’d be traces left behind: blood on a floor, guts splattered on walls and curtains. Not her style. It would be even riskier outdoors where someone might hear or see. The acoustics over the bay would advertise the action for miles. Would rat poison be too gruesome or risky for a woman like Lucille Killingworth? It might explain why she didn’t want her husband found — if he’d been poisoned, his body would still bear traces of it.


    But the other question remained: why the horses?


    When he went back to bed an hour later, the mystery of Craig Killingworth was very much alive in his mind.


    He was only halfway through what was promising to be a long and tiresome day. The computer’s pop-up window cheerfully reminded him that he had his weekly therapy session to look forward to that evening. At seven he closed up shop and walked over to the Harbord Centre, as he did every Thursday. As far as Dan was concerned, there was only one item on the menu today. Martin listened quietly as he described what he’d learned on his stopover in Sudbury.


    “How are you handling it?” was Martin’s non-committal response.


    “Apart from the fact that it seems to have blown my entire world apart? Well enough, I suppose.”


    Martin clasped his hands under his chin. He seemed disposed to relate the revelation to Dan’s buried anger. “Think of your anger as an attempt to shake off a sense of futility, the hopelessness you felt over your mother’s death. Sometimes we blame our anger on the city or the traffic or on other people’s inadequacy. It can even make us strike out at things and people that have no relation to what is really disturbing us. What we’re talking about is an inability to function in the normal world.”


    Dan said nothing.


    “I’d like to refer you to a depression specialist.”


    “I’m not depressed.”


    “You may simply be unaware of it,” Martin persisted. “Perhaps this is the epiphany you need to alert you to that reality.”


    “‘Epiphany.’ You mean a realization?”


    “Yes — when a light goes on and we make connections.”


    “I make connections for a living.”


    Martin stared at him blankly.


    “I connect the dots to find people who go missing from their lives. That’s what I call an epiphany.”


    “I see.”


    Martin reached for his pad. A nagging thought brought Dan full circle. He held up a finger, his brain still formulating the question.


    “How would you know if you had an android for a patient?”


    Martin’s face registered intrigue. For a moment Dan thought he might even smile, but he stopped short of that. “I don’t know. How would I know if I had an android for a patient?”


    “That’s the question,” Dan said. “How do we know if people are really feeling something or if they’re just mimicking an emotion? Can emotions be learned?”


    “The responses can. A clever person might even be able to produce certain physiological reactions deemed appropriate to the circumstance. Tears maybe, or even an increase in blood pressure in a heightened situation. Some people can actually blush on command. But it’s not the same as having a real emotion.”


    Dan’s thoughts were racing. “If you did something you felt guilty about for years, even if it was never found out, how would it register on your subconscious mind?”


    “Are you talking about what happened to you because of your mother’s death?”


    “No, I’m not. I can accept the fact that I was four years old and unaware of what was happening. I don’t intend to spend the rest of my life beating myself up over that.”


    Martin’s pen scribbled furiously. He looked up. “It’s hard to say. Guilt has a funny way of disguising itself as other emotions — egotism, a sense of entitlement, anger. Even self-hatred. It’s impossible to predict.”


    “What if you murdered someone?”


    Martin stared. “I still say it’s not possible to predetermine the answer, but my guess is that in the end, if you can’t reconcile it, it would eventually destroy you.”


    Dan pictured Lucille Killingworth’s frozen smile. “But what if you’re incapable of feeling emotion? No remorse?”


    “Then maybe nothing would come of it, except the person might retreat further into a lack of genuine emotional responses. There are adults who never mature emotionally. They look and act like other people, but on an affective level they’re very childlike.”


    “Immaturity?”


    “It’s more like an emotional retardation. These are people who don’t feel the same things the rest of us feel. Lacking empathy, for example. Usually they learn to hide their responses. They become adept at masking how they really feel, giving expression to what they think we want to see.”


    Dan thought of Lucille Killingworth’s artificial manners and tempered speech, her convincingly feigned dismay when Dan told her of Daniella’s pregnancy. Her reactions had seemed real, despite being manufactured. Everything cool and restrained. But what, he was thinking, if you pushed her over the edge? What would happen then? Would she do or say anything to give herself away? What would it take to see that side of her?


    Out on the street, Dan tossed away Martin’s script for the specialist and put in a call to Trevor. His voice mail answered. Dan left a greeting, saying he was doing well and asking Trevor to reply to his question when he had a moment. If he didn’t answer his cell, Dan said, then he was in transit and the call would forward home. He apologized for the unusual question but said it was important. He felt odd about asking, though he was already sure he knew the answer.


    Trevor’s reply was waiting on the machine when he got home. He’d called his mother to make sure. The answer wasn’t what Dan had expected, but it still fit his hypothesis. Maybe even better than he’d hoped. Dan dialled Donny’s number. His friend sounded calm, proudly telling Dan how he’d decided not to panic. There was plenty of time to look for a job, he said, though a vacation still wasn’t in the works, as far as he could see.


    Dan listened politely before changing the subject. “Question,” Dan said.


    “Shoot.”


    “If you were a woman …”


    “If?”


    “Okay. If you were a very wealthy woman …”


    “Ah!”


    “And you wanted to get rid of an abusive bastard of a husband….”


    “It’s getting better — keep going.”


    “How would you kill him?”


    There wasn’t even a pause. “I’d hire a hit man: Tracey Ullman in I Love You To Death. Or maybe I’d get my lover to do it, like Barbara Stanwyck in Double Indemnity. Or better yet, we’d do it together and then I’d die in a car crash, ironically leaving my lover to be convicted of killing me: Lana Turner in The Postman Always Rings Twice.”


    “Okay, let’s rethink this. You live in a small town where everyone knows you and there are no hit men, maybe even no lovers. Then how would you do it?”


    Donny thought this over. “First of all, I’d never live there, if there is such a place. And if there is, it’s got to be in Saskatchewan. Second, I’d probably poison him and make it look like an accident.”


    “Me, too. Okay, where would you hide the body?”


    “I wouldn’t. The death already looks accidental, right?”


    “What if you killed him somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be, so you had to get rid of the evidence?”


    “That’s too difficult. I’d need to know the area to find a place that would be fair game for anyone to go, and where he might just end up getting poisoned all by himself.”


    “Exactly!”


    “What film is this?”


    “The Craig Killingworth Story.”


    “I was afraid you might say that.”


    “Kisses. Gotta go.”


    Dan hung up and replayed Trevor’s message. His uncle’s horses had not died from rat poison, as he’d expected. They’d died from something far more interesting. He pictured the stone house in the woods under the pine trees, the red creeper vine along the wraparound porch, and the bright blue flowers in the Killingworth garden the day he and Bill had arrived for the wedding a month ago — he looked at the circled date on his calendar — tomorrow. He did a Google search for images and found what he was looking for.


    Dan barely slept, rising in the dark before Ked and Lester were up. He left a note and some money for Ked, telling him to take Lester to the zoo for the day — he’d square it with school later. He stepped into his car, feeling exhilarated. His mind raced all along the 401, heading east in the pre-dawn darkness. Just before seven o’clock, gold spilled over the horizon, the sky cracking open.


    It was past eight when he reached Picton and rolled up beside St. Mary Magdalene Church. The grass was overgrown, the stones cracked and leaning. The church had been turned into a museum at some point in the past twenty years. That wouldn’t make any difference. It was the man he was looking for, not the church. He thought back to his first impression of the Poplar Plains house: Klingsor’s castle. The realm of a magician who controlled everything from afar without ever appearing in person. The ultimate trick of the dead.


    He walked along the rows of plots. A long rectangular tomb leaked along the edges, water seeping down and turning green at the base:


    
      Nathaniel Macaulay

      1914-1990

      A God-fearing Christian

    


    Dan looked up at the weeping angel set atop the monument. His voice cut through the air. “What were you thinking, you miserable old bastard? What’s to fear if you’ve done nothing wrong? What do you know?”


    A tractor started up somewhere in the distance.


    “Speak up — now’s the time to confess. Tell the court what you did.”


    The wind stirred in the grass.


    “And don’t give me that, ‘Oh, poor me’ stuff. I’m onto you. There’ll be no peace for the dead if there’s none for the living.”


    The house looked the same, as much a showcase as ever. An olive green Saab was stopped at one end of the drive’s half-circle. An upstairs window angled the light. Dan placed it somewhere in the hallway outside the room where he and Bill had spent their final night together. He drew up beside the Saab. No need to hide. A few minutes would give him all the time he needed and maybe an answer or two.


    In the morning sun, the gardens were popping with the bright blue flower he’d noticed on his previous visit. Monkshood. Blooming this late in the fall meant they were a particularly virulent variety known as Aconitum Michaelii. A minimal amount would be fatal if ingested. Even the leaves were poisonous to touch. Symptoms showed up as soon as five minutes after contact. Vomiting, sweating, blurred vision, and paralysis would follow soon after. Cause of death would appear to be heart and respiratory failure. There was no antidote.


    He’d brought his gloves. He pulled up a bunch of the deadly flowers with their bright blue spines and their little blue caps. He heard the door open. Lucille Killingworth stared at him in disbelief. He quickly grabbed a stock of purple asters in the other hand, holding them behind his back as he confronted her with the noxious flower held in front of him.


    She eyed him warily, as she might a crazy person. “What are you doing? Please leave my property!” Please leave. Ever the gracious hostess.


    Whatever had happened to Craig Killingworth had happened a long time ago, Dan reasoned. He was risking a lot by being there and doing what he was doing. There was no justification for it, other than one — he needed to be certain.


    “Would you hold these for me, Lucille?”


    Her face in confusion, she opened her hands to accept the Monkshood. Dan whisked them away at the last moment, substituting the asters. “Sorry, not these ones,” he said. “I forgot — the blue ones aren’t safe. Are they?”


    “What is going on here? What are you doing to my garden?” she demanded.


    “Is this what you poisoned your husband with? Or did you have Magnus do it for you?”


    Fury overtook her. Her body trembled. In that moment, Dan was sure she was capable of violence. And now he knew what it took for her to abandon her social graces.


    “I’ve had enough. Leave now before I call the police!” She headed back to the house.


    “Yes, I’m sure you’ve got Commissioner Burgess on speed dial for emergencies like this.”


    She turned back to him. Her eyes flashed venom. Dan held her gaze. “Where did you bury him? Somewhere in the garden? What if I came back with a warrant and dug up your entire estate?”


    “Is that what you think you’re doing? Looking for my husband’s body? My god, you’re a madman!” Dan saw the defiance. “Go ahead.”


    “Or how about if I have them drag the bottom of the drop-off on Lake on the Mountain?”


    The defiance wavered, but only slightly. Twenty years later it would probably be impossible to determine cause of death from something like aconite.


    “You want me to open up a twenty-year-old cold case on the grounds that a woman has a poisonous flower growing in her garden — even after you’ve told me she didn’t know what it was when you tried to hand it to her?”


    Saylor turned to face him in his smart-look casuals. A definite Mark’s Work Warehouse man. Dan had caught him before he went on duty, surprised to learn he lived on this side of the reach.


    “All it tells you is that the woman doesn’t know shit from Monkshood. She could have got someone to do it for her. I told you that’s how she killed his horses.”


    “Unless they thought they were radishes and ate them accidentally in the field.” Saylor eyed him. “Horses are pretty stupid. It’s happened before, you know.” They were sitting in Saylor’s car, parked a few hundred yards offshore from where a ferry tugged its load into place, lining up with the dock to release its conscripts. Dan watched the doors open and the cars surge forward. “And even if I dredge Lake on the Mountain, what am I going to find?”


    Dan considered this. He hadn’t worked out the details. Something still wasn’t sitting right. “I don’t think you’re going to find his body up there — I think he’s buried somewhere on the Killingworths’ grounds.”


    “Really!” It was more a statement of disbelief than surprise. “You actually think this woman is stupid or daring enough to murder her husband in her home and plant his body in her garden somewhere?”


    “He got off the ferry on this side of the harbour on the afternoon of November first and was never seen again.”


    Saylor looked off in the distance. “See that road? It goes on to Kingston. And a hell of a lot more places after that. What makes you think he even stopped at home before leaving? He was under strict court order to avoid his family. It could only have made things worse for him. And why would she kill him and bury him in the garden even if he did disobey the order?”


    “I don’t know.” Dan shook his head. “I guess it doesn’t seem all that likely, does it?”


    Saylor shook his head. “Not if you know small towns, it doesn’t. There’s hardly a secret that escapes somebody’s notice. Though whether they’re respected or revealed is anybody’s guess, but no — she wouldn’t bury her husband on the grounds. I can almost guarantee it.”


    “You said ‘almost.’”


    Saylor shot Dan a look. “Give me a break, buddy. She would never do it.”


    “Okay, what about the lake?”


    Saylor still looked doubtful. “Let me get this straight. You think she poisoned her husband, then dumped him in the trunk of her car and drove his body across on the ferry up to Lake on the Mountain? And she then dragged him across the road and dropped him into a lake frequented by tourists…?” Saylor stared at him. “Do you see how flimsy this is?”


    Dan sighed. He was right. It sounded crazy coming from Saylor’s mouth.


    “You can’t file a murder charge against someone without a body or at least some major evidence pointing to murder. You don’t have either, and you may never have.” Saylor paused to listen to a radio report. When it was over, he looked at Dan again. “In the meantime, don’t be surprised if I have to serve you with a restraining order. Burgess is going to be all over me the second he hears about this. You’ll be lucky if she doesn’t charge you with attempted murder if she figures out what those flowers were.”


    Dan started to protest. Pete wagged a stubby white finger under Dan’s nose. “I don’t want to hear you’ve gone back there again. I know you mean well, but I’ve got a job to do. Please — don’t get in my way again.”

  


  
    Twenty-Four



    Terminal



    “Mr. Dan Sharp?”


    The voice tugged at him like a rusty razor blade.


    “Yes?”


    “This is Magnus Ferguson.”


    Dan felt a bottomless space open under him. He listened, ears glued to every inflection, as Magnus described how the note Dan tucked into his mailbox had been forwarded to his current address.


    “Anyway,” he said, finally getting around to the heart of the matter. “I understand you have some questions for me.”


    “Yes, I do. I’m looking into a disappearance that took place some years ago. Did you once work for a man named Craig Killingworth?”


    Ten, fifteen seconds evaporated. Dan thought Magnus wasn’t going to answer or was scouring the storeroom of memory to retrieve a lost file. Then he said, “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a very long time.”


    “Then you did work for him?”


    “What is this about?” came Magnus’s savaged rasp.


    “I’m a missing persons investigator.”


    “So your card said.”


    “I’ve been hired to find Craig Killingworth.”


    “Who are you working for? Is it Lucille?” the man asked suspiciously.


    “If I told you I don’t know who I’m working for, you might find that difficult to believe or understand, but I can tell you I’m definitely not working for Lucille Killingworth. I had a rather unpleasant call from Lucille’s lawyer last week warning me not to pursue the matter.”


    Dan heard Magnus chuckling on the other end. “Oh, she can be persuasive, all right!”


    “Do you know where Mr. Killingworth is now, by any chance?”


    Magnus snorted. “He’s dead.”


    “Do you know that for a fact?”


    “Oh, I know it all right.”


    “May I ask how you…?”


    “No, sir — I will not discuss this over the phone. I don’t trust the phone.” Dan waited. “You come here and I’ll give you proof.”


    Magnus agreed to meet with Dan on the island. “I haven’t been back out to my trailer for a long time,” he said. “I think it’s time I paid a visit.”


    Anywhere else, and at the very least they would have been hookers. In some parts of the world their dress would have got them killed. Here, they were schoolgirls having a lark — fishnet stockings, high-heels, pert fresh-cut hair, trim buffed nails, and pretty, chirpy smiles.


    Dan and Donny navigated the narrow aisle leading to the back of the Walnut Café. With its Korean décor and mostly Korean clientele, the place was known mainly for one thing: a menu consisting of walnut-shaped nuggets of nougat-filled delight, with side orders of sugar-coated berry or seaweed pancakes, and lacy, tongue-shrinkingly sweet cookies. Make that two things: it also had the worst coffee Dan had ever tasted. It was Donny’s favourite café.


    In the back room, they found a chipped table among the coat racks and stacked take-out boxes. Inflected Korean syllables filled the air. On TV and in newspapers, reporters bemoaned once-liberal Canada’s growing racism, as evidenced in the polls and statistics revealing a negative attitude toward the country’s burgeoning immigrant population. Are we no longer the tolerant, accepting land we once were? I doubt it, Dan thought, looking around him. The question was wrongly put. Canadians were what they’d always been, but they’d grown wary on realizing a noticeable number of the new arrivals crowding their shores and cities in search of a better life had come intolerant themselves, or had at least come ignorant of the ideals of liberal humanism that allowed them to be here.


    He looked over at the table of teenage girls trembling with laughter as they ate their treats and gossiped in Korean. Chances were some of their fellow immigrants would have sent them packing rather than allow them access to these same shores, given half a chance. Dan also knew that men like him and Donny would quickly have been refused entry or denied their rights by many of these same new citizens. That is, if they weren’t imprisoned or killed outright. You didn’t overturn positive human values and replace them with weaker, intolerant ones. That was not the Canadian way.


    Donny was nearly over his gloom-and-doom act about the lost job, no longer convinced his life was at an end if he never sniffed another vial of overpriced skunk gland reduction. He was even considering taking time off before embarking on a search for the next phase of his existence. Still, he’d come in reflective, on the down-turned side.


    Dan turned his attention to what Donny’d been saying.


    “… and you start to wonder, you know, are the good things still ahead of you or have they already passed you by? And did you even notice?”


    Dan listened as a sailor might eye heavy, low-lying clouds in a rising wind — concerned, but not overly. And then it was his turn. He described his confrontation with Lucille Killingworth outside her estate.


    Donny paused, walnut cake halfway to his mouth. “As if I don’t have enough to worry about! First the incident on the boat with the Brazilian boy, and now attempted murder. Is there nothing you won’t stop at? I think you’re becoming unhinged. And nice shiner, by the way. I assume you’ll let me in on that one eventually?”


    “Nothing to tell — I got mugged in Sudbury.”


    Donny looked at Dan for a long while before speaking. “Why are you doing this?”


    “Doing what?”


    “This!” He waved his hands about, oblivious to the Korean family sitting next to them warily evading his reach. “All of this crazy man stuff.”


    “It’s my job.”


    “Your job is not to run amok at weddings and attack rich heiresses whose families comprise the bedrock of the Canadian establishment.”


    “True.”


    Donny slowly shook his head and looked away, a monk contemplating life’s greater mysteries. Finally, he turned back. “Who were your heroes, man? And don’t give me some crap about Superman, ’cause he’s not a real hero and you’re not an American.”


    Dan shoved a bite of walnut cake into his mouth, savouring the sweet warmth. “What if he was my hero?”


    “I detect insincerity.”


    “Okay, then maybe I don’t have any larger-than-life heroes.” Dan shrugged. “My heroes are the people who manage to get through the day without doing damage to themselves and others around them. The ones who do the best they can, without throwing the towel in and crying foul because they wanted more than life’s meagre offerings allowed them. People like my Aunt Marge.”


    “Good one.” Donny nodded, downed his coffee with a flourish. “Me? Angela Davis. She was my hero as a kid — and still is now. Black rights, human rights, women’s rights, the struggle for truth and justice. She fought for what she believed in and she paid the price. All those years in jail and all those words written for the cause. That woman had more conscientiousness and compassion in her little finger than … I don’t know what. But is it not the very definition of tragedy,” here his eyes glinted mischief, “that this woman who did so much to further the cause of race and class struggles and fight for human dignity, should be reduced in our collective consciousness to a hairstyle?”


    Dan grinned. “But a hairdo with attitude — or latitude. It was a pretty big ’fro, remember.”


    From self-pity and childhood heroes through to the shear absurdity of life. A trip across the universe over a cup of coffee. That’s what he loved about Donny. You could never tell what would come out of him next: gloom or joy, kindness or anger. He was a jazz riff tossed from horn to bass to sax, used up and carried around and turned inside out till it was almost gone, only to return triumphant in another key. That was his genius.


    “Compassion, huh?” Dan said.


    “That’s the word.”


    “So just how compassionate are you feeling these days?”


    “I smell a leading question,” Donny said, eyeing him with suspicion.


    “Are you willing to do your part for the cause? To help further the struggle, given the opportunity — and I gather that you have time to do so, given the inclination.”


    “Now I’m really suspicious. Tell.”


    Dan took a sip of coffee, tried not to gag on the taste, and added another spoonful of sugar. “I only do this for you, you know,” he said. And proceeded to fill Donny in on his adventures with Lester and his upcoming trip.


    “Another chapter in the Craig Killingworth Saga?”


    “Uh-huh. And what I need,” he said, “is for you to take Lester for a few days while I’m in B.C. Because I still haven’t found a place for him.”


    Donny’s face was impassive. Dan felt the need for a sermon coming on, one of those “Here Are Ten Good Reasons Why You Should Do This” manifestoes. The kind he’d invariably failed at with other kids at school. “Ked’s going to stay with Kendra, of course. But I can’t ask her to take in a stray.”


    “Okay,” Donny said. “I’ll do it.”


    “Okay? Just like that — okay?”


    “Do you want me to say I’ll think it over?”


    “No, I want you to say okay.”


    “And then you say…?”


    “Thank you.”


    Donny nodded. “You have a need. I have time and opportunity, as you put it. I’m out of work, feeling suicidal, and in need of distraction. Plus I am deeply concerned about you, so I will do this for you. A few days, you said? As in three or fewer?”


    “Guaranteed.”


    “And then the Craig Killingworth Story will be over for good?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Done.”


    Dan watched the big boat manoeuvre the cliffs and head into the harbour, water dividing white and dark behind it. The Queen of Nanaimo. The wake rebounded off the island. He’d watched with a feeling of regret as they passed between Mayne and Pender Island, but there was nothing to be done about that. He’d sensed the unvoiced questions in Trevor’s emails, heard the hopeful tone when he asked if Dan might be coming back that way for a visit. It wouldn’t do to contact him if he had no intention of staying.


    Once off the ferry terminal, he noted the wary faces that marked his progress up the coast. They seemed to sense his outsider status, the eternal other-ness about him that followed no matter where he went. He passed farms and homesteads. Here the roadside stops were less inviting, less intriguing to his eyes. He recalled the angry dogs running alongside his car on his last visit. Having retreated to an island in their minds, these people were relegated to one in time as well, cut off, isolated, and dwindling slowly to nothing. On Mayne Island he’d felt a sense of community. Here they were lost in the landscape and wanted nothing so much as to stay lost.


    He was at the dirt road leading to Magnus Ferguson’s trailer in less than half an hour. From a distance he saw the tall white-haired scarecrow tugging at the earth with a hoe. For a second, it seemed as though he were looking at a badly aged version of Craig Killingworth. He thought he’d found the missing man. A whole scenario flashed through his mind, how Killingworth had simply disappeared to escape his past and ended up in the woods of B.C., aged but alive, and mostly nuts.


    Magnus leaned the hoe up against the trailer and came over to meet him with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity, the way the Natives must have regarded the first white men to land on their shores right before it all went wrong for them.


    They walked slowly around the trailer as Dan described his search for Craig Killingworth and the events that had led him to contact Magnus. As they walked, Magnus appeared to be taking inventory of what he’d left behind on this plot of land as much as the measure of Dan’s intentions.


    Dan tried to look interested when Magnus pointed out the stubby basil and flat-leafed parsley. “They don’t thrive here — not enough light except in the morning. Then the deer eat the leaves down to the stems.”


    Crows hung and dipped their heads in the rust-flecked fronds of Western Redcedar waving overhead. “You must enjoy the solitude out here,” Dan said.


    Magnus scratched his chin. “Tell you the truth, most days I hate it. It’s a lonely life. Blacker than black. People always romanticize places like this. You’re still stuck with your own company, whether you like it or not.”


    He turned away and looked into the forest as though searching for a sign, some encouragement that what he’d endured hadn’t been in vain, or maybe just wanting a reason to go on. When he turned back, his face was set. “All right — I guess I trust your motives. Ask me what you want to know.”


    Dan nodded. “When we spoke on the phone, you said you had proof that Craig Killingworth was dead.”


    “I do.”


    “I was hoping you could show it to me.”


    Magnus waved him around to the front of the yard. He walked up to the steps of the trailer and pulled the door open.


    Inside was a world in decline. Everywhere were signs of hopelessness: cramped quarters that bulged with household goods, piles of discarded clothing, boxes making an obstacle run of the trailer’s length. The interior had been turned into a museum, a monument to lost time. There was more than a hint of mould in the air. Papers languished on shelves, letters whose corners had been nibbled by mice thieving for their nests, with droppings left on the counters and on the unwashed vinyl floor curling at the edges. It was a catalogue of despair, a last refuge of broken dreams.


    Dan watched Magnus insert his hand into a pile of papers and turn something over. A bundle of letters teetered and splashed to the floor. Magnus looked down at them with contempt, scratching through the refuse flattened into piles on the shelves. For a moment, Dan was afraid he’d come all this way to interview a crazy person who just wanted a little company.


    “Here — look at this.” Magnus handed him a photograph. Dan was expecting a picture of Craig Killingworth, but the attractive young man standing in a rose garden was a complete stranger. Dan stared at it, hoping to glean its significance.


    “Hard to believe that’s me, isn’t it?” Magnus said. “You wouldn’t know it to look at me now, but I used to be very good looking. Turned a few heads in my day. Forty years of smoking will do it to you. I quit the day I got my death sentence.” Dan looked up from the photograph to the emaciated skull regarding him. Magnus nodded. “Terminal lung cancer. Well, here I am five years later with everyone telling me how lucky I am to be alive. ‘What’s so lucky about it?’ I ask them. ‘I haven’t had a cigarette in five years.’”


    His fingers went on scratching through the piles. He plucked out a page and stopped to read it, the contents unknowable from his expression. It could have been a laundry list or a love letter, an unpaid bill or an obituary. His hands shook with the weight of all those years of missing cigarettes. A tremendous burden.


    From out of the mire he lifted another picture, this one of two young men. Dan recognized a slightly older Magnus standing beside Craig Killingworth at roughly the age he’d appeared in the missing person report. But this was a transformed Craig Killingworth, smiling broadly and looking for once as though he knew how to enjoy life rather than just endure it. He seemed alive and vibrant. Dan thought of the hushed light falling in the Adolphustown sitting room.


    Magnus’s rasp intruded on his thoughts. “That’s Craig.”


    “Where was this taken?”


    He filched the photograph out of Dan’s hands and squinted, though he seemed to be focusing his memory more than his eyes. “Picton Town Fair sometime in June — maybe ’84 or ’85.”


    Dan looked up. “Do you recall the last time you saw him?”


    Magnus screwed up his face, summoning the recall. “Yes, I do. Twenty years ago this coming November first. That was the day I left Prince Edward County. I never saw him again.”


    It jived with the police reports, Dan noted. “Did you expect to?”


    Magnus turned a sorrowful gaze on him. “Son, I expected to hear from him every day for ten, maybe fifteen years. On a bad day, I still do.”


    “Why is that, if I may ask?”


    A spasm of emotion charged Magnus’s face. “That’s the day we were supposed to leave together.” He looked at Dan. “Me and Craig …”


    For a moment, nothing registered. Then suddenly the piece fell into place. “You were … together?”


    Magnus nodded. His eyes misted over, his voice came out a croak. “We had it planned. I couldn’t believe when he didn’t go through with it.” He sniffled. “It was Craig’s idea. He wanted us to be together, but because of his family we had to go far away. It’s why we planned to come out here. So that’s why I wondered, when you said his name on the phone, if you had some news of him.…”


    Dan leaned against the counter. Somewhere far away a dog howled. Twenty years ago a man had planned his escape, chosen his companion for another chance at life, and disappeared. An hour ago Dan had had no clue what had been going on in Craig Killingworth’s mind. Now here was the answer, but he was still no closer to knowing what had happened to him.


    “Did you ever try to get in touch with him again?”


    Magnus shook his head softly. “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “At first I just assumed he’d either ditched me or decided not to leave his family. He was awfully keen on his boys. It was harder back then to make such life-altering decisions. It’s easier today. Kids nowadays know what they want and go out and get it. Will and Grace and all that.”


    Easier for some, maybe, but not all. Dan thought of Richard Philips, newly christened Lester Higgins.


    “Back then if you were gay, you constructed a family life on top of what you were inside and prayed no one ever found out. We had no choice, see? We covered our tracks so no one would know. If you weren’t careful, you could get fired or beaten up. Or, if you were someone like Craig Killingworth, you could lose your family. Oh, yeah, the authorities were only too happy to take your kids away from you. It happened all the time.”


    Dan felt shot through with emotion. What would have become of him and Kedrick twenty years ago? Impossible to say. He considered the question before he spoke. “Did you ever suspect that Craig was murdered?”


    Magnus’s face exploded with anger. “Oh, he was murdered all right.” Dan was startled by the vehemence in his voice. “But you’ll never be able to pin it on the bitch!”


    “Lucille?”


    Magnus nodded. “Oh, no — she was too smart. And she had help in high places.”


    Dan wondered if Magnus was referring to Burgess, the OPP commissioner with the barracuda eyes. “But why do you still hope he’ll turn up alive if you know he’s dead?”


    “I’m getting ahead of myself.” Magnus nodded toward the creased piles on the shelf. “The letter. I got it two, maybe three weeks later. It took me a while to get out here, but it was waiting for me when I did.” He held up the piece of paper he’d been scratching through the debris for and offered it to Dan. “You can read it for yourself.”


    
      November 1st


      My dearest, darling Magnus,


      Forgive me. I should be with you instead of sending you this sorry letter. I know how hard this is going to be for you. I am a weak man. I can’t spend the rest of my life with you.


      An hour ago I told you I was leaving with you tonight. I lied. I know now I can never do that. She’s won. I cannot live without my sons. It’s all in the diary. Do what you see fit with it.


      Please forgive me. I’m going to give her what she’s always wanted. By the time you get this, I will be a dead man.


      Love always, Craig

    


    Dan looked up. “Suicide?”


    Magnus nodded. “It’s what she wanted. Craig talked about it often enough. Even said how he’d do it, if it came to that. He said if he ever disappeared, he’d be under the ice in the bay. In the winter the reach freezes over. Only the ferry passing through every half hour keeps the channel open. The ice is thick. Thick enough to keep you under till it thawed. It would keep you down all right. Your bones would stay covered over till spring.”


    “You think he’s at the bottom of the Bay of Quinte?”


    “He told me he’d kill himself if she managed to keep him from his sons. And she did.” Magnus nodded to the picture in his hands. “And she did.”


    Dan was prepared for a long wait, but Magnus started in again, the telling easier now. “Twenty-three years ago we met at Lake on the Mountain. I was the gardener up at the lodge. Have you been there?”


    Dan nodded.


    “He’d just separated from his wife, but he hadn’t told her he was gay — just said he had things he needed to work out. We had an affair. It was going along fine until he decided to tell her about it. He thought she’d understand. So he told her — and she threatened him. She said she’d never let him see his sons again. And she had ways to make sure that happened. He was terrified. He broke things off with me and went back to her. It hurt, but I understood how he felt. I didn’t hear from him for a year. She got him into some kind of therapy, one of those programs where they try to change you. But you can’t change these things. I know it’s hard for your sort to understand, but that’s just how it is….”


    “I’m gay, Magnus.”


    Magnus gave him an appraising stare. He nodded. “All right. Then you know.”


    “And I also have a son who means more to me than anything in the world. So I know what that would mean to a man like Craig Killingworth.”


    Magnus nodded. “Anyway, he wasn’t cured. He just buried it inside. One day he snapped. He drove his car over the side of the road trying to kill himself. For four days they couldn’t find him. He lay in that car, pinned against the steering wheel, hidden by the brush around it. Some kids picking blueberries spotted it and called the police to get him out.”


    “But he survived?”


    “That time, yes. Anyway, he went back to her again. Crazy — just plain crazy. She’d been happy thinking he was dead. Now she had to worry about him all over again. That’s when I came to work for them. He thought it might help him get better if he had me around, at least part-time, puttering around the grounds, though he was still pretending to be what she wanted him to be. I think it made things worse for him, though. It was harder for him to have me there and not be with me.”


    “And she didn’t suspect you?”


    “I think she knew something was up. That’s why she concocted that story about him attacking her and claiming he was mentally unstable.”


    “It wasn’t true?”


    “Nah, it’s a lie. They were arguing and she started to beat him with her fists. He put up his hand to stop her from hitting him. She called it assault.”


    “He told you that?”


    “I was there. I saw it! Right after that, she fired me.”


    Dan flashed on the OPP report stating Magnus had been fired by Craig Killingworth. “Did you tell this to the police?”


    “I tried. They didn’t care. I think that was when she decided to kill him. She vowed that if she couldn’t have him, no one would. ‘If I can’t have you, nobody will!’ She actually said those words to his face. That’s when Craig got suspicious and started taping her phone conversations. He got her on tape asking a friend how she could drive him to suicide. He’d tried it once — she knew it wouldn’t take much to make him try again.”


    “Why didn’t he go to his family for help?”


    “Oh, she was right tricky. When he was in the hospital recovering from the car crash, Lucille told Craig his family had turned against him because he was gay. And then she phoned his family and said Craig didn’t want to hear from them any more because they’d caused the trauma he was going through. Anyway, they all believed her stories.” He clucked his tongue. “She was a monster!”


    Dan thought of Trevor’s story about how his mother had stopped talking to her brother when he first left home.


    “This was back in the eighties. It was all AIDS-this and AIDS-that. They were pointing fingers, blaming us for the epidemic. ‘God’s wrath on queers’ and all that rot. Nothing but ignorance and superstition.”


    “The old man — Nathaniel Macaulay. Did he know what was going on?”


    “He surely did. He hated the fact that his son-in-law was a hell-bound faggot. Worried himself sick one of the grandsons might catch it. Never stopped nagging his daughter about it.”


    Which explained the will, Dan realized. “What happened the last time you saw Craig?”


    “We spoke on the phone that morning. He sounded moody and went on for a long time about not wanting to leave his sons. It was killing him, I could tell. Craig was living in Bloomfield by then. Because of the assault charges, he wasn’t allowed to see his sons at all. The court had stayed that verdict the day before we were to leave. He’d also been suspended from his job as principal at the high school. Shocked them all, too — everybody loved Craig.” His voice caught again. “Anyway, I convinced him that leaving was for the best. I told him there was no telling what else she might do. Better to get away and deal with it from a distance. We’d talked about it a million times already. I was just repeating myself.”


    “When did you last see him?”


    “Around noon. I went over and helped him get ready. I remember we had a little fight over it, because I was in a hurry and he was terribly fussy about packing his clothes, so I did it for him. He was always a very smart dresser, and it was the only thing I’ve known him to get cranky about.”


    “How were you going to leave?”


    “By car. I was supposed to do all the driving, take our time to get here. He still couldn’t drive after his accident.”


    And thus the bicycle, Dan thought. “Then what?”


    “I called him again in the afternoon, maybe five o’clock. I just had a feeling he might change his mind. But he didn’t answer.”


    Because by then he’d been spotted on the ferry to Adolphustown, Dan thought. Maybe he was already scouting out a place to throw himself under the ice. Only he couldn’t do it in the light of day with everyone watching. He’d have waited till it was dark, when no one would see. “What then?”


    “I went and waited for him up at Lake on the Mountain as we’d planned. He was supposed to be there by eight. I got there an hour early, I was so nervous. I sat in the parking lot and waited for nearly five hours, but he never showed. It was cold that night. I kept running the engine then turning it off again to save gas to make sure we had enough to leave.”


    “Did you see anything while you were waiting?”


    Magnus shook his head. “The place was deserted. It was eerie and dark. It was past season and there were no lights on at the resort. A couple of cars drove past. One pulled into the parking lot and stopped for a second, then drove away again when they saw me. Probably lovers looking for a make-out place. Then nothing for almost an hour. I was ready to give up. Then a kid came by on a bike and I split. It was nearly midnight by then and I figured Craig had changed his mind. I was crying and pretty confused. I couldn’t believe he’d decided not to come with me. There was a couple walking up the hill. I passed them on the way down. I didn’t recognize them. I don’t think they were townies. Not sure who they were. It was odd to see people out walking at that time of year.”


    And by then Craig Killingworth had succeeded in killing himself, Dan calculated. “And after that?”


    “After that I drove by his place in Bloomfield, but all the lights were off and I just kept heading west. Didn’t stop till I hit the Sault thirteen hours later. I pulled into a motel, cried for an hour and then slept. I made it out here a little over two weeks later. I didn’t even know he was missing till I got here and found his letter. Then I knew what he’d done.”


    Twilight had come and gone. The sky was black outside the trailer, as dark as Dan remembered from his time on Mayne Island. Magnus lit a lamp — the power hadn’t been reconnected. Their faces were orange moons in the dark. Moths batted themselves senseless against the screen outside.


    “You see what I’m saying. No one looked for him. No one cared. No one wanted him found but me. And who was I? Just some faggot gardener who got involved with a man and tried to help him understand himself. I wouldn’t do it today, let me tell you.”


    Craig Killingworth’s suicide note lay on the table before them. Dan fingered it. “This diary he mentions. Do you know where it is now?”


    Magnus pondered this. “Probably still in a locked box in the Bloomfield bank where he left it. I opened the account for him in my name, but only Craig used it. He was documenting evidence of Lucille’s campaign against him. I think he put the tapes in there too. He didn’t want anything to be associated with him. He thought they might come looking for it and he was still pretty scared of her. But they didn’t know him in Bloomfield, so he’d go in with his key and forge my signature whenever he wanted access to the box. He sent me the key in the letter.”


    “You never opened the box?”


    Magnus sat back and sighed heavily. “Even now, after all these years, I still haven’t the heart.”


    “Do you think it might still be there?”


    Magnus squinted at Dan in the false light. “Hard to say. I paid the account up until about five years ago, then I got sick and moved and the bank lost track of where I was. I’ve thought of it many’s a time, but never did a thing about it.”


    “Would you agree to help me get it out? For Craig? Maybe to help his sons understand what happened to their father?”


    Magnus regarded him for a second. “I’ll do anything I can to help him, and if it hurts her, even better. I could write a letter for you telling them to release it. The key’s long gone, though. I haven’t seen it in years.”

  


  
    Twenty-Five



    Deplorable, Nasty, Unsettling, Sick



    Bloomfield was even more nondescript and reserved than Picton or Glenora. Dan found the town’s only bank, still located on the main drag, and held his breath. He went in and offered the letter from Magnus granting him permission to access the box’s contents. The clerk gave him a suspicious look, impatiently adjusting her glasses as Dan explained that he’d been given the letter from his uncle, who had spent the past half-decade fighting a serious illness.


    “Sir — this account hasn’t been paid in more than five years,” she said, as though he were personally accountable for its dereliction. “We cannot be held responsible for the contents of a safety deposit box that has not been paid for any length of time exceeding two years.”


    “I understand that,” Dan said. “I just wondered if you could check to see what happened to the box’s contents.”


    “I can tell you what would have happened.” Her face wore the look of a teacher speaking to a particularly dull three-year-old. “The bank would have sent out several letters requesting payment, and then, receiving no answer from you, we would have extended a courtesy time of two years’ wait. After that, the box would have been drilled open and the contents removed.” She stared him down, the better to make her point. “You understand, of course, that we do not keep spare copies of the keys. Once you have opened the account with us, no one can access the box but you.”


    “Or in this case, my aged and infirm uncle.”


    “Be that as it may,” another teacher-child look passed over her face, this one more wrathful in its proportions, “we cannot access the box without the key your uncle was given when he opened the account with us. Even if we needed to, we could not see what was inside the box without it.”


    The reasoning went on like this for some time until the clerk seemed satisfied that Dan had been apprised of official banking procedures and was thoroughly taken to task over his shameful neglect-by-proxy on behalf of his uncle’s account.


    “But if the box has already been drilled, might I not have access to the contents without the key?”


    She peered at him closely, her face a reminder of the ignominy of all that was implicit about irresponsibility in regard to past due accounts. “I will speak with my manager.”


    The manager, a thin-faced and surprisingly pleasant young man in an out-of-season linen suit, came forward and shook Dan’s hand. He looked over the letter and nodded. “We don’t get many requests going back that far,” he said. “Though oddly, someone was in here last week looking for something in another name from this same time period.”


    Dan felt the chill crawl up his spine as he wondered about the coincidence of the timing. “Family looking for a long-lost will?” he asked casually.


    “Not at all. Police business, actually. Though I had to turn them away empty-handed.”


    “That’s a shame,” Dan said.


    “In any case,” the man said, turning to his clerk. “I believe we can help Mr. Sharp, Karen.” He turned back to Dan. “We don’t actually dispose of the contents of safety deposit boxes ever. No matter how long the account has been derelict.” He smiled at this revelation of the bank’s good graces and nodded to the vault at the back. “We have a special place where we keep the contents in a sealed envelope, hoping that someone will show up one day — just as you have done — and that we will be able to return the items to their rightful owners.”


    He gave Karen the nod and she went off to retrieve the contents, returning in less than a minute with a manila envelope and what Dan hoped was Craig Killingworth’s diary. She was all smiles as she asked him to sign a register acknowledging that he had picked up the box’s contents five years late. He paid the penalty fee and left, feeling like a neglectful library user who’d returned a book so long overdue it had gone out of print.


    Outside in the parking lot, he slit the seal on the envelope and let its contents fall into his hands: a single cassette tape and a thick notebook puckered with the weight of Craig Killingworth’s entries. The creased pages held together for another instant then opened to reveal their long-unread secrets.


    Dan was exhausted. He’d spent the past eight hours reading Craig Killingworth’s diary — a litany of fear, confusion, regret, and loss. It was the last testament of a man who had bound up all hope for the future in being reunited with his boys and who could never stop hoping for that day as long as he lived. He’d been tortured by his inability to change the one thing that defined him.


    Dan read as Craig outlined his decision to reveal his secret torment to his wife, the one person he felt he could trust, setting in motion his betrayal at her hand. For more than a year, entry after entry detailed the torture he’d endured trying to be what she wanted him to be. This was followed by a hiatus of four months during which he added not a single entry. It resumed with the title “Crash,” as he described his recovery from the botched suicide attempt.


    As Magnus suspected, that was when his wife’s plan had taken hold. She knew that nothing but death would stop Craig from exposing her lies and her efforts to separate him from what he loved most. If I can’t have you, nobody will! He’d inscribed these chilling words in the diary, the words Magnus claimed were Lucille’s, as she blackmailed him into being what she wanted him to be — lover, father, family man. Straight in every way. But ultimately he’d been unable to keep up the facade. And Lucille Killingworth had responded by separating him from his sons, knowing it would destroy him. Magnus was right. She was a monster, plain and simple.


    The diary told Dan little he didn’t already know or suspect. Still, a man didn’t fill in a diary entry on the day of his death, walk over to the bank to deposit it safe and sound in a security bin before giving up the ghost. Craig Killingworth had made plans to secure the record of his ordeals long before whatever had happened to him. He’d even given Magnus the key to make sure it was followed up. Except Magnus hadn’t been able to do that for the last twenty years. Sometimes better never than late.


    Clearly, Craig Killingworth had planned his death to the final detail. An orderly man, his writing showed that same attention to detail as his mind trod the many possible solutions to his problem and its likely outcome. Even while detailing his plans to leave with Magnus, and the brief blossoming of hope he saw in that, his diary entries vacillated daily between leaving and killing himself. As much as I love Magnus, he wrote, without my sons, I have nothing. Most days I think it would be easier to end the struggle. To give her the thing she wants most — my death.


    Craig Killingworth had preferred death to a life without his sons. Lucille Killingworth had sensed that. She’d asked herself how she could drive him to suicide, and that was the answer she received. She’d systematically lied to the courts and taken away what mattered most to him. Dan imagined him standing on that lonely shore by the bay as he looked into the void his life had become and decided it was no longer worth it. A few hesitant steps onto the ice, a crack as it gave under his weight, and he would be gone. The trail would die out. The sun would come up the next day, and a man who’d touched hundreds of lives would no longer be there. They would think he’d left home on his bicycle, taken the ferry across the river, and vanished.


    Love’s a terrible fever. It burns when it’s new and aches when it’s old. It tempts and taunts, beguiles and bewilders, before leaving you high and dry with the worst hangover you’ve ever experienced. It’s a whore and a thief, a liar and a sinner, though it goes by many names. Are there ever any survivors?


    Sometimes, Craig Killingworth wrote near the end of his account, I think the only things that matter are the choices we make, for better or worse, for right or wrong. But he’d struggled with his choices for too long. The last entry, made the day of the hearing right after the court stayed the order separating him from his sons, contained a simple sentence: She’s won. Craig Killingworth had known then what the story held for him. He’d already made his choice. He simply hadn’t wanted to tell Magnus that it left him without a future.


    What Lucille had driven her husband to do was terrible, but in the end he had been the architect of his own demise. Whatever had finally befallen Craig Killingworth had clearly been perpetrated by his own hand. It was too late to save him now, to point twenty years down the road and say, Here are your boys — live for them: the drug addict who needs you to love him so he won’t destroy himself, the arrogant one who needs to know that he doesn’t have to be insensitive to be a man.


    Dan turned to the beginning of the diary and reread Craig Killingworth’s determined first entry. In a strong script he had written: Whatever happens I will never give up my fight. But he had. In the end, he hadn’t found the determination to live.


    Donny buzzed him in.


    Dan brandished the diary as he came through the door. “You’ve got to read this. It even describes his sudden impulse just before he drove off the road rather than undergo any more torture at the hands of that woman and her barbaric therapist who promised to help him change his orientation.”


    “Whoa!” Donny said, taken aback. “First ask how the boy is doing.”


    “Sorry. How are things with Lester? How are you two getting along?”


    “Fine. We’re getting along fine. Thank you.”


    Dan glanced around. Nothing had changed in the condo. For having a teenage terror under his roof, Donny seemed to have maintained remarkable control of his premises. For a moment Dan wondered if “fine” meant more than it said. Should he ask for reassurance that Lester hadn’t come onto him, as he had with Dan, and that Donny hadn’t succumbed to the boy’s charms, such as they were? Then he remembered who he was talking to: Donny the wise, Donny the compassionate. The look of disdain that would greet the question stopped him dead. He already knew the answer. Better yet, he knew himself. He would never have entrusted Lester to Donny if he’d had any doubts. A father’s work was never done, it seemed.


    “Great — I’m glad to hear. Where is he?”


    “In bed. It’s past eleven o’clock, and those are the rules. He goes to bed by ten thirty.” Dan gave Donny a bemused look. Donny nodded. “Which also means you will have to contain yourself and keep your voice down.”


    “Got it.”


    He followed Donny into the kitchen and placed the diary on the table beside a yawning pile of unopened mail. Dan glanced at it. Neglect of self was one of the prime signs of depression. Was he seeing the outward clues of self-destruction? But no — Donny was past that. He had a cause now. Dan stood looking down at the book, as though waiting for it to speak.


    “Go through it,” Dan said. “She drove him to suicide. Even after he and Magnus had planned their departure, he was still tormented by it. It’s sad, but he realized he couldn’t live without his kids, and the courts helped her take them from him.”


    Donny nodded slowly. “I’ll read it — but I don’t like the look on your face.”


    “What look?”


    “The one that threatens to take on the world to save someone who died twenty years ago.” Donny shook his head. “Life’s always going to be harder than you expect. I don’t know why you want to make it worse.”


    “Just call me Angela Davis.”


    Donny shot him a glance. “You’re going to have to work on the ’fro.”


    Dan pulled out the cassette and laid it beside the diary. “He even taped her phone conversations. He knew she was up to something. I had it transcribed and copied onto CD.”


    Donny took the tape to the stereo and popped it in. It crackled to life, the years and cheap celluloid having left their mark. The voices were scratchy here, muffled there, but by straining an ear you could make out the words. A twenty-year-old conversation brought to life, the layers of time peeled back to reveal dust, but no tears. Not for Craig Killingworth. They listened to Lucille coolly discussing her husband’s fragile mental state with her friend, a woman named Bernice, whose smoke-tinged voice contributed to the conversation hesitantly, not convinced she wanted to be part of it, but reluctant to pull away.


    Bernice suggested pressuring him to come back; Lucille declared she’d had enough of him and simply wanted him dead. The tape came to an end with the conclusion hanging in the air.


    “I think if a judge hears this he’ll have to conclude that Lucille Killingworth contributed to her husband’s suicide. If we can’t get her up on murder charges, then this will at least do something.”


    Donny gave Dan a sober look of appraisal. “Except that there’s still no body.”


    “I know that.”


    “No proof of death. On the other hand, if he really is dead, he might just as easily have been hit by a car while leaving town on his bike. Have you considered that? Or maybe he lives somewhere on Cape Breton Island raising goats. Who knows? Besides stirring up a great deal of trouble, what good do you really think this is going to do?”


    It was past two a.m. when he left Donny’s place, the downtown core illuminated by bleached rectangles of light where over-zealous office workers toiled late into the night. He thought again of the missing part of the police file that hadn’t made it into his hands. He was convinced it told Craig Killingworth’s side of the story: his battle to regain custody of his children, his tortured efforts to change his sexuality despite the fact that he’d already attempted suicide, and Lucille Killingworth’s threats to keep him from his sons and expose him to the world, adding cruelty on top of cruelty. He was sure now that Commissioner Burgess, or possibly someone under him, had repressed the report.


    He was sitting in a café in Bloomfield reading a blank menu. The front door opened. When he looked up, his mother stood next to him. She hadn’t changed a bit in all those years. He invited her to take a seat. She smiled and sat down, leaning in to speak in a low voice. “How are you doing with it?” she asked with a knowing look.


    “Not drinking? It’s a bitch, but I can make it.”


    She laughed — a raucous, throat-racking laugh. The kind of laugh you’d expect of the dead. So far, Dan told her, he’d had it relatively easy: no chills, no shakes, no scary bugs crawling over his skin at night. Only a slight hand wobble and a constant urge to do something — anything — to keep his mind off what he couldn’t have. Alcohol. The god-demon-lover-bitch.


    “I never did get the hang of it myself.” She held a hand in front of him. “How many fingers do you see, Danny?”


    Dan squinted. The fingers kept changing. “Four. No, five.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “No.”


    “Look again. How many fingers?”


    He looked and was surprised by what he saw. “Thirteen. At least.”


    Look ma, no hands.


    He was a zombie at work the next morning. But a dry zombie. Normally a slug of Scotch from the bottom drawer would have revved his motor for an hour. Without it he felt beat. But he was determined not to break his promise to Ked.


    He played his messages after lunch. Pete Saylor had called to say he’d learned what the missing Killingworth file contained. M.H. Not someone’s initials, but “Medical History.” Dan was elated — that meant it contained Craig Killingworth’s side of the story. So there was hope. Saylor had called a second time a few minutes later, his voice sounding more urgent, saying he needed to talk to Dan as soon as possible, but not to call him at work. He could be reached at home later that afternoon. He left his number. The message made Dan curious, but it would have to wait.


    Sally had left a new batch of files on his desk. The one on top was for another missing runaway — this one a nine-year-old girl. At three o’clock, he had a meeting with a client who wanted to update Dan on the status of her son, whom Dan had successfully tracked down a month earlier, only to have him vanish again. Still, it was good news, of a sort. He’d used his health card at a walk-in clinic in another city and been referred to a depression specialist. It seemed to be catching, Dan noted.


    The day spun itself out and Dan left early. He’d just taken off his jacket and hung it up in the hall closet when he remembered Saylor’s message. He fished in his pocket for the number he’d scribbled on the back of an envelope.


    The knock came before he could find the number. The officer was polite. He offered Dan a dopey grin as he flashed a copy of the search warrant. Without a look at Dan, his team swarmed into the house.


    Dan watched, his face set to impassive as they tore apart his home. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of letting them see him disturbed. Larry Fiske came to mind first, followed by Commissioner Burgess and the surprising news that someone had been to the same bank in Bloomfield on “police business” a week before Dan got there. He seethed in silence. Nothing was spared. They were surprisingly methodical. At least his sofa cushions were zip-ins. They hadn’t had to slice them open and toss the stuffing around in the process.


    In the middle of it, Dan checked his watch: he was due to pick Ked up in twenty minutes. He caught Kendra at home and told her what was going on. She agreed to take Ked for the next little while and asked if he wanted her to contact a lawyer.


    “Not yet,” he said.


    Ralph growled every time something got toppled to the floor, eyeing Dan as though waiting for the command to attack. Dan felt proud of him. Shoes ended up beside cushions and books and household cleaning products, making a total hodge-podge of things. They even upended his plants, dumping the soil onto a plastic roll. The place was a Robert Rauschenberg universe of mismatched items.


    “If you tell me what you’re looking for, I might spare you the bother.”


    “Sorry, sir — it’s just orders. I really can’t say more than that.”


    “There are no drugs in my house,” Dan said, though he doubted that was what they were really after. “Who authorized this?”


    The officer shook his head. “Just orders, sir.”


    Dan knew he’d get nothing out of him. He let them do their dirty work. It was more than four hours before the officer nodded ruefully at him and they left empty-handed. He thought of Saylor’s message again. No need to call back now.


    Dan felt sickened and violated as he surveyed the state of his home. He made a half-hearted attempt to restore order then gave up. It was impossible to decide where to start. Even the wall calendar was ajar, as if the wise mother and her joyful brood had lost their taste for gravity. He gave up and took Ralph for a much-needed walk.


    Upstairs at Spring Rolls, lunch hour was in full swing. Donny listened to Dan describe the previous night’s events as he struggled with his chopsticks. It was the only thing Dan had ever seen him look incompetent at.


    “They did everything but crawl up my ass.”


    “That would have been cosy.”


    Dan cocked a baleful eye at him.


    “And what were they looking for, do you think? Pirated DVDs? Stolen iPods? Teenage runaways?”


    “I think they were looking for Craig Killingworth’s diary,” Dan said.


    “Yeah — me too. Funny, that.” Donny raised a noodle to his face. It fell just before it reached his mouth.


    Dan watched impatiently. “So — what did you think?”


    “I read it.” Donny reached for a fork and speared a cut of chicken.


    “And?”


    “Deplorable, nasty, unsettling, sick. I wouldn’t wish his wife on my worst enemy.”


    “But do you agree she was directly responsible for his suicide?”


    Donny chewed contemplatively, buying time before he spoke. “I think Craig Killingworth sounds like a man who was desperate. A man who had tried to commit suicide once and failed, and might very well try again. But what good is it going to do you to track this down? Why not just hand it over to the family and be done with it? Before you get arrested for handling stolen property. Or worse,” he added darkly.


    Dan stared in disbelief. “The family? Have you heard a word I said? The family is who I’m keeping it from!”


    “Why can’t you just accept that the man changed his mind and went east instead of west? It wouldn’t be the first time a man living under duress made a snap decision. He was feeling pressured by his wife as well as his lover and he just couldn’t handle it. So he got on the ferry, crossed to the other side and disappeared down the road.”


    Dan shook his head. “There are so many things that don’t make sense. He was leaving town on a bicycle without taking any of his belongings? Give me a break! And why not stay and fight it out?”


    “The diary tells you why — he’d cracked. She’d won. He just gave up the battle, rode out of town on his bicycle.…”


    “…and was never heard from again. Come on! You don’t believe that any more than I do.”


    Donny held up a finger. “It’s not what I believe. It’s what makes sense for you to live with. That may be as close to an answer as you get. There’s no proof he’s dead. And if he is, there’s no proof she knowingly participated in his suicide or even that she handed him the razor blades and stood by and watched.”


    Dan narrowed his eyes. “So what are you saying?”


    “Think about why you’re doing this.”


    Dan shook his head in exasperation.


    “No, really,” Donny said. “If you go down this road any further, you’ll be stuck in a dead man’s world.” Dan grimaced at the words. “Whatever happened, it was his choice. If he died, he died by his own hand. It was terrible what she drove him to, but it’s too late to save him now.”


    Dan looked out the window and watched the sprawl of traffic. The waiter gathered Dan’s empty plate and gave a look of contempt at Donny’s half-full one. Donny uncharacteristically waited till the man left before speaking again, this time in softer tones.


    “Think about it. They’ve torn apart your house and threatened you with a lawsuit — which by your own admission you came close to deserving.” Dan glanced up sharply, but Donny silenced him. “Who’s the one person you’ve really been scratching around in the dirt trying to find all these years?” Dan shook his head. “Well, let me tell you, Daniel. That person is you. That’s who you really need to find. And before it’s too late.” Donny handed over the diary. “For now, I’d say you’re very lucky they didn’t find this.”


    “Did you make the copies?”


    Donny sighed and nodded his head. “Yes, I made the copies. I stood in Kinko’s for an hour and a half turning pages. You owe me big time again. Not to mention the mounting babysitting charges.”


    He’d walked Ralph and was nearly ready to settle in himself. The phone rang and Ked’s excited voice cut through the wires. “Hey, Dad!”


    “Hey, Ked. How are things at your mom’s?”


    “Fine. She’s not as good a cook as you, though. When can I come home?”


    “Not yet, but soon.”


    Dan thought how much he’d missed his son in the few days they’d been apart.


    “Are you going to tell me what’s going on then?”


    “Soon … real soon.”


    “Is it some kind of secret mission you’re on?”


    “Something like that. Listen, how’s school?”


    “Good. Eph got an A+ in English. His paper on Blade Runner blew us all away. The teacher made him read it aloud in class. She said it was the best paper she’d ever had.”


    Dan thought about this for a moment. “Why wasn’t your paper that good?”


    “Give me a break! Isn’t it enough that I have a genius for a best friend? Do I have to be one too?” Ked thought about for it a moment. “He sucks at basketball, though.”

  


  
    Twenty-Six



    Restoration



    Dan got up before six, in the dark. He called to leave a message for Sally saying he was taking a few days off and asking her to cancel his appointments. He set the diary on his desk in his calm, green-toned office. He’d thought long and hard about what he was about to do. He picked up the phone again and dialled the law firm that had requested him to find Craig Killingworth. He heard it ringing in someone’s empty office until the answering service picked up. He spoke slowly and clearly. He had proof of what happened to Craig Killingworth, he said, and would turn it over once the person who was paying him revealed him or herself, but not before. Fuck his job — he’d quit before he went any further without knowing who wanted him to prove that a man was dead.


    He spent the morning restoring his home to some semblance of order. He discovered things he’d forgot he had, including a few knick-knacks going back all the way to his time with Bob. It was unsettling how physical objects brought back the past, as if it lay waiting around the corner and could return of its own volition at any time.


    A solicitor called in the afternoon. His client had agreed to meet with Dan the following afternoon. When he hung up, Dan wasn’t a hundred percent sure which one it would be, but he had a pretty good idea.


    He’d just sat down to supper when he was startled by the doorbell. Had the police returned? This time they would find Craig’s diary, if they had. He pulled the curtains aside carefully and looked out. At first it didn’t register. There was a gathering of small figures, including a miniature nun and several others wearing animal masks. He opened the door.


    “Trick or treat!” they screamed.


    He’d forgotten entirely. He went back in and scrounged around the kitchen, still very much in disarray. At first he couldn’t find what he wanted. Then he saw it, overturned and dumped on the shelf under the sink. It was intact. Even Ked hadn’t been able to find it. He returned to the porch and handed over his secret stash of Kit Kat chocolate bars.


    The following day at three o’clock, Dan turned up at the coffee shop on College Street to find Ted Killingworth waiting. He looked much as Dan remembered — black turtleneck, rock star glasses, and a silver strand around his neck. Everything pricey. Everything annoying.


    “Surprised?” Ted asked from behind the cobalt glare of his lenses.


    “Should I be?”


    “No. You’re a very smart man. That’s why I hired you.”


    Dan waited. He wasn’t going to make things easy for Ted.


    “I suppose you’re wondering why I hired you to find my father after all these years.”


    “It’s not my business to know why.”


    “No, but I have a strong suspicion that you find me a trifle on the despicable side.” Ted waited, but Dan gave no response. “I’d like very much to reassure you as to my motives.”


    Dan nodded. “Shoot.”


    “I spent years trying to understand why my father left, but I never found a satisfactory answer. Sometimes I hated him” — he shrugged — “mostly I hated him. But other times I wondered and even worried about him. Why didn’t he care enough to let us know how he was? The days of wondering are mostly behind me now, but I’ve been an addict for most of my adult life and I feel as though I’ve spent too many years paying for something that wasn’t my fault.” He removed his sunglasses. The dull glaze was gone. “For the record, I’m in recovery. At least that’s what they call it.”


    Dan offered a smile, his first concession in Ted’s direction. “How’s it been so far?”


    “The first week was like a year in hell, the second even longer. Some days it rains fire in my hands and back, other times I feel like I might implode.” He looked at Dan. “You’ve caught me at a vulnerable moment. I think that’s the reason I’m here right now.”


    “You think that learning what happened to your father will undo some of the damage?”


    “Maybe. At the very least I’m hoping it will give me some peace of mind.” Ted suddenly looked worried. “Will I be shocked by what you’ve found?”


    “You might. What are you expecting?”


    Ted considered this. “I don’t think he’s alive. I’d be very surprised if you told me otherwise. I never really bought the story that he left us for another woman. I think we would have heard from him eventually. I think something happened to him, but I don’t know what.”


    “Your instincts were right. As far as I can tell, he isn’t alive. When I said I had proof, I meant proof of a sort. I can’t produce his body. As for why he left, it wasn’t for another woman.” Dan caught Ted’s glance and held it. “Your father was planning to leave your mother for another man: a gardener named Magnus Ferguson.”


    Ted’s mouth gaped. He recovered quickly. “Okay, well — you’ve delivered on your promise to shock me. Can you prove it?”


    Dan walked him through the evidence, explaining his father’s relationship with Magnus, the false charges concerning the assault on his mother. He brought out the letter Ted’s father had sent to Magnus the day he killed himself, laying it on the table as Dan explained what he knew and what he’d merely surmised.


    Ted looked at it for a moment then looked away, marshalling his composure. “I assumed he was dead, but it never occurred to me that he might have killed himself.” He smiled ruefully. “I shouldn’t have had a hard time coming to that conclusion. Like father, like son. I’ve been trying to kill myself for years.”


    Dan handed him the diary along with his father’s letter. Ted pushed them back across the table. “You keep them,” he said.


    “I’ve got copies on file.”


    Ted shook his head. His voice came out a crabbed whisper. “You keep them. I can’t bear to touch them.”


    Dan returned the diary and letter to his case. “What are you going to do now?”


    Ted looked out the window. “I’m going to tell her that I know.”


    “You’ll destroy whatever relationships exist in your family.”


    “I know,” Ted said, looking back at Dan. “It’s what I intend to do. At least I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing I’ve destroyed her in return. And I won’t stop there. I’ll make sure everyone she knows and respects hears what she did.”


    “It won’t bring your father back.”


    “No, it won’t.” Ted seemed to be considering this. “Is there any chance of reopening the case?”


    “To bring criminal charges against your mother?”


    Ted nodded.


    “She could probably be charged with aggravated assault or causing mental anguish with intent to harm. Something like that.”


    “But you don’t think it’s very strong.” It wasn’t a question.


    “I’m not a lawyer, Ted. You’d have to ask someone better informed about such things. The diary and tape are pretty strong evidence, but there’s still no body. No proof.”


    “She didn’t kill him with her own hands, but she might as well have. Why is there no justice for such things? All these years she let us think …”


    “What? That he was alive? That he left because of another woman? Would it have made a difference if you’d known the truth?”


    “Look at me!” The voice was quiet, but insistent. “Look at what I’ve become. This is what not knowing has done. She told me … she told me he left because he didn’t give a fuck about us. And I believed her. Thom and I both believed her. I spent twenty years believing it, and hating him for it, and this is what it’s done to me.”


    “I understand. But you might want to think about it, all the same.”


    “I’ll think about it.” Ted got unsteadily to his feet. “Believe it or not, I’m very glad to have met you.” He pulled on his overcoat and nodded at Dan. “It’s my birthday today,” he said. “I’m thirty-five years old. Time to start living.”


    The door closed behind him. Avril Lavigne droned under the whir of a cappuccino machine grinding the coffee to strength. Dan was glad finally to be able to call the case closed. He hadn’t found Craig Killingworth, but what he’d found had brought the man back to one of his sons, at least. Where there had been a blackened reputation — shame and hatred and a damaged psyche — now there could begin the restoration of a proper memory, for whatever it was worth.


    If and when the day came that Craig Killingworth’s bones could be scooped out of the bay, Dan thought, that part of him could be put to rest as well. Till then, at least, there was this small triumph to be thankful for.

  


  
    Twenty-Seven



    Goodbye, Again



    A week went by, followed by another. He heard nothing further from Pete Saylor or Ted Killingworth, though every time his phone rang he half-expected to hear Larry Fiske’s oily rasp threatening him with legal action for his part in helping Ted confront his mother. Even if Ted said nothing to implicate him, they would know Dan had helped in some way to restore his father’s legacy.


    Ked stayed on at Kendra’s for the time being, at least until Dan could be sure everything had returned to normal and there were no further risks to him or his son. One night he saw Bill out surrounded by friends at a crowded Danforth bar, but either Bill hadn’t seen him or he discreetly avoided looking in his direction till he left.


    Dan had returned to his work, but most evenings he spent alone at home. He’d had enough of other people’s company for now. He seldom answered the phone, though the one time he did he was surprised to hear the voice of his former-neighbour, Steve.


    “How are you?” Dan asked, genuinely pleased.


    “I’m fine. Really well, Dan!” There was enthusiasm and warmth in the voice. It sounded like the old Steve again.


    Steve thanked him again for having met with him that late night in the fall. It had made all the difference, he said. Just knowing there was someone who cared whether he lived or died had made him want to get back on his feet.


    “Things are going better then?”


    “Yes. I started back at work last week.” He paused. “And I’ve met someone … she’s fantastic!”


    It was as simple as that, Dan thought. Steve’s real medicine was a new love. He suspected Steve had dependency issues among his other problems. Maybe you’re being cynical, he told himself. Stop searching for the cloud behind every silver lining.


    Steve insisted on a get-together. He wanted Dan to meet his new girlfriend, who, Steve assured him, would just love Dan. Yes, she was that terrific. They chatted for a while and exchanged promises to hook up. Later, Dan walked Ralph and then turned on the television to pass the time. He’d just turned it off and gone upstairs to check his email when the phone rang again.


    “Oh, god, Daniel,” he heard Kendra croak out.


    His heart leaped into his throat. A dozen scenarios, all ending in Ked’s death, careened through his mind. “What is it?” He envisioned a photograph of his son beneath a headline outlining the city’s latest traffic fatality. Something to do with a faulty skateboard or a bicycle spoke left unmended that had caused a fatal spill.


    “Something terrible’s happened to Ked’s best friend.”


    “Who?” he said, uncomprehending. “Who is his best friend?”


    Kendra’s voice shook. “A boy he goes to school with. I thought you would know who it is.”


    Dan felt sick. “I can’t think right now. What happened?”


    “It was a drive-by shooting. Ked’s friend was shot and killed.” She paused. “He’s very broken up. I don’t know what to tell him.”


    Dan heard her speaking to Ked. “Sweetheart? Do you want to speak to your father?”


    Dan waited while the phone was passed.


    “Dad?”


    “I’m here.”


    Ked was whimpering into the phone. “Someone killed Eph!”


    An image of the skinny black kid on the corner flashed before Dan’s eyes.


    “We heard about it after school,” Ked said, breaking into sobs.


    “I’m so sorry, Ked.”


    Dan had no idea what to say to his son to console him for his loss, for the encroaching edges of life bearing down on him. He was also terrifyingly grateful it had not been his son who had been killed, though he could scarcely bring himself to think this. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so helpless.


    Kendra came back on the line. “Danny, he’s too upset to talk.”


    “Should I wait?”


    “No. I’ll get him to call back later when he’s feeling better.”


    “Okay. Tell him I love him.”


    “All right.”


    Dan held onto the receiver until the line went dead. He went back to the TV and turned it on, waiting for the news.


    There was a new receptionist behind the glass at Martin’s office, though she wore the same blank look as her predecessor. Martin didn’t mention the change and Dan didn’t ask.


    The topic most on Dan’s mind was the death of Ked’s friend, Ephraim Adituye, a bright kid seemingly with everything to live for. Martin nodded in understanding. He’d heard the news reports. The entire city was reeling from the killing — not the first of its kind in recent memory.


    “How are you feeling about this?” Martin asked solemnly.


    Dan sat crumpled in the chair. He shook his head, bewildered by the question. How would anyone feel? Shocked. Angered. Vulnerable. At last, he said, “In a world where kids get shot by absolute strangers … why is it I scare my own son? Why is that?”


    Martin stared without answering.


    “I saved a kid the other day,” Dan went on. “And I had to break the law to do it.” He hadn’t intended to say anything about Lester, but there it was. Dan waited for Martin to write this down, but he simply sat there.


    At last, Martin said, “Why did you have to break the law to do it?”


    “Because his parents would have destroyed him. Because in order to save him, I had to keep him from his family. Some people would call me a monster for doing that.”


    “Some might call you a hero for making a moral choice.”


    Dan looked up. “I’m not sure it was a choice. Something needed to be done to save him.”


    “Why do you need to save people?” Martin asked.


    Dan shook his head. “That’s what I do — I save people. From themselves. From their shitty lives. From the world.”


    “You save them or you locate them?”


    “Same thing, isn’t it?”


    “Is it?”


    Dan had come here to talk about the death of a fourteen-year-old boy and all that Ephraim’s death said about a corrupt and seemingly pointless world. He hoped this wasn’t about to become another meaningless conversation. Neither he nor Martin spoke for a full minute. Martin had never let him sit in unbroken silence for so long.


    Martin cleared his throat. “Is there anything else you’d like to talk about today?” he said at last.


    Dan shook his head. “Actually, no.” He stood and reached for his coat, then paused at the door. After a moment, he turned back to Martin. “I don’t think I’ll be coming here again.”


    Martin looked down at his sheet. “I’ll have to fill out the report,” he said.


    Dan nodded. “It’s what you get paid for.” He stood there trying to think of something to say. He thought Martin looked scared. Had he never had a patient walk out on him before?


    Martin looked up again. “Did you ever think of saving yourself for once?”


    “Am I supposed to have an epiphany on that one, Martin?”


    Martin stared, blinking his incomprehension. “Is that a rhetorical question?”


    “No.”


    “Then maybe you are. Supposed to have an epiphany. Maybe that’s what you need — an epiphany to tell you how to save your own life. Something to tell you that it’s worth saving.”


    “And what exactly would that be?” Dan heard the anger surge in his voice. “All you ever do is ask questions, Martin. Don’t you ever have any fucking answers?”


    Martin stared until Dan felt uncomfortable. He leaned forward. “What’s the one thing that matters most to you?” Martin asked. “Whatever it is, hold fast to it.”


    Dan had a sudden glimpse of this pathetic little man returning to his empty house and his lonely life every single evening for the rest of his days. A man who had no friends and who suspected the motives of everyone he met. A man who probably had never been happy and who had once turned to his profession hoping it might save him from himself, only to discover it couldn’t save anyone. All his hope dying with it.


    “I’ll do that.” Dan turned the handle and the door opened. The lights were off in the waiting room. “Thank you, Martin,” he said. “I’ll see myself out.”


    Craig stayed with him all that long month of no drink, no news. A month of Dan thinking about who the man had really been. Father, teacher, lover. Remarkable by any account, despite his undeservedly sad ending. Dan tried to imagine what might still remain of him — a soul, maybe, or just some essential spark if you were less inclined to go in for sentiment. Whatever it was would have been hovering over his sons, if it wasn’t busy haunting his wife in some spooky supernatural capacity. Somehow, that last thought appealed to Dan.


    Ed called Dan to his office the day after he informed Martin he would no longer be attending the weekly therapy sessions. Dan had his resignation letter ready.


    “You’re my best investigator, Dan. I was going to tell you it was time to stop that nonsense anyway. Won’t you give this another think?”


    “Not at present, Ed. Sorry.”


    Whatever the future might hold, he told himself, he was going to get in a whole lot of jogging. He might even welcome a lascivious proposition or two, though none came his way. Sobriety was having a strange effect on him.


    Though Ked was still at Kendra’s, Dan was making the effort to see more of him. Even Ralph began to weary of all the walks he now received, turning his head when Dan opened his arms wide with a “What do you want, boy?”


    The rain was coming higgledy-piggledy down the windshield, a composition in silver and grey, liquid and changing. Enigmatic codes, scribbles darting across the screen, with the wipers batting the way. Then maybe you are. Supposed to have an epiphany. Then maybe you are. Supposed to have an epiphany. Martin’s words came back to him, insistent, keeping time with the wipers. The bright effervescence of October, that final burst of summer-not-quite-over, had led to the dreariness of November’s bride-stripped-bare before slipping into December’s oncoming winter-never-ending. By the time Dan reached the wind-riven shores of Prince Edward County, the rain had turned into wet, sloppy flakes that splatted against the windshield all along the Loyalist Parkway.


    Ted had telephoned unexpectedly, asking for Dan’s company. Not his help, but his company. His strength: “I can’t do this alone. Will you go with me?” He’d put off confronting his mother till he had a bit more solid ground — meaning drug-free time — under his feet before tackling her. But now he felt ready. Sunday.


    He’d chosen the weekend when both she and Thom would be at Adolphustown closing the house down for the winter. Perhaps subconsciously he’d wanted to confront her where the crimes against his father had been perpetrated. To face her on her own turf. Never a wise decision, Dan thought. But it was Ted’s choice.


    Dan had agreed to accompany him. It was odd how straight men turned to him as though he were innately more competent than them. Or maybe it was so they could finally stop pretending to be competent and let someone else do the job for once.


    They met at a café in downtown Picton. Not the Murky Turkey. Better for both of them to avoid even the hint of temptation, surrounded instead by sandwiches and bright little pastries and coffee, sweets and caffeine still being the only socially acceptable addictions.


    Ted looked clean, far better than when he and Dan had last met. He confirmed it had been six long, difficult weeks. But with the knowledge that he could pull himself through came the strength of self-confidence. He was finally starting to feel better for it. He smiled. He seemed in remarkably good spirits for a man who was about to blow apart his entire family. Though in some way or other he’d been preparing for this moment for most of his adult life.


    He pocketed his cell phone as Dan walked in. He’d been talking to Thom, he said, trying to prepare his brother for what was coming. At first Thom hung up in disbelief, but he called back within minutes. He was ready to hear the truth. And Ted had delivered it. Give him till one o’clock, Thom said. They would confront her together. Ted agreed.


    “It took me a while to convince him. I think it was harder for him to believe our father was gay than that he’d killed himself. I don’t think I would have believed it either, but for the diary.” He shrugged philosophically. “He found it particularly hard to accept the story about the assault charges. I assured him Magnus had witnessed the altercation and that he was still very much alive to tell the tale.”


    “What was his reaction?”


    “He was in a rage. It wasn’t loud, but I could tell. He fumes quietly, my brother. We’re both practised at repressing our emotions. We’ve always been a family of liars, especially when it comes to our feelings, and damn good at it too. I think the legacy goes back to our grandfather, if not well before that.”


    Dan remembered standing by Nathaniel Macaulay’s grave outside the Church of St. Mary Magdalene in the long shadows of morning. A man whose intolerance and prejudice had reached so far as to touch the lives of his own grandchildren, long after his death. Was that the Presbyterian idea of immortality?


    “Can I ask something…?”


    “Shoot.”


    “On the last page in the police report, you were quoted as saying your dad was a liar. What did you mean by it?”


    Ted gave a bitter laugh. “My father showed up at home right before he disappeared. I hadn’t known he was coming and I was thrilled to see him. It was my birthday and I thought he’d come for that. He came into my bedroom. I remember he was crying. He held me a long time and said he was coming back to us and that everything was going to be the way it had been. But he never came back again, and I couldn’t understand why he didn’t keep his promise.”


    Dan nodded. “Not much of a birthday present.”


    Ted looked at his watch. “Twenty minutes.”


    “Sure you don’t want to rethink this?”


    “No — I can’t.”


    They finished their coffee and got ready. Ted wanted to stop for cigarettes. He couldn’t give up every addiction, he told Dan with a smile. That would still give him time to get to the ferry and over to the house while Thom did whatever he needed to prepare himself. They stepped out into the whiteness of a flurry. Dan hesitated on the steps of the café before heading for his car. He watched Ted head out, shoulder to the wind, waiting till he drove off.


    Dan started up the engine, the wipers taking right off again, picking up the old refrain: Then maybe you are. Supposed to have an epiphany. Then maybe you are. Supposed to have an epiphany. Craig Killingworth’s face bobbed up and down like a sideshow clown at the midway, a moving target in the Shoot-’Em-Up galleries. In the background, Dan imagined Ted’s father-in-law, Nathaniel Macaulay, holding a gun to his shoulder and squeezing the trigger again and again.


    Dan slowed the car as he approached Glenora. No line-up. He glanced across the water where the ferry was just reaching the far shore. There was still time. He found himself turning around and heading back up County Road 7 to Lake on the Mountain. He thought of its subterranean aquifers travelling hundreds of miles unseen, only to emerge again somewhere strange, mysterious and unexpected, like a father’s love for his child.


    The lake suddenly came into view. Dan pulled into the empty parking lot. The sleet was bashing against the windshield, insistent, like something trying to pound its way into his brain, thousands of little pieces of a giant puzzle flinging themselves at him, getting closer and closer but not quite reaching him.


    After all these years, he thought, it was strange how the past still held sway over the present, like hands reaching out from the grave. An old man’s prejudices had stained and perverted his grandson’s lives, and a father’s diary that had lain unread for more than twenty years was about to destroy his family. From this day forward, Dan promised himself, he’d think more about the here-and-now. Donny was right — he’d been caught in a dead man’s world after all.


    He sat looking over the Bay of Quinte, with its breathtaking views. If he tried, he could probably pick out the Killingworth mansion on the far side hidden by its copse of pine trees. Were Craig Killingworth’s remains out there, his final resting spot somewhere just offshore from his wife’s cheerless estate? What had gone through his head in those final moments as he stood saying goodbye to all the things he was giving up? How did you say goodbye to your life, letting go of everything that mattered?


    What is the one thing that matters most to you? Whatever it is, hold fast to it. Martin’s words again. Thank god for Kedrick. In all those years, his son was the one thing that had kept Dan’s head above water — at times only just above, but still. Dan had promised himself nothing would ever come between him and Ked. Even alcohol hadn’t made him break that promise. So there was hope, he knew. There would always be hope, so long as love remained. Then what had happened to Craig Killingworth, a man who claimed his sons mattered more to him than anything, even life itself? Why hadn’t he chosen to live for them?


    Something … something … something was driving at him, ticking at the back of his brain with an insistent rhythm. Whatever it was, he couldn’t ignore it. It held there, waiting for him to find it.


    Dan recalled his momentous meeting with Ted a month earlier as he’d unravelled the secrets of the past, unlocking the mysteries of the long-dead. It’s my birthday, Ted had said, just before going out the door. Time to start living.


    Dan thought back. It had been the day after Halloween, making it … November First. The date Craig Killingworth had planned to leave town twenty years earlier. The same date on which he’d disappeared forever. If Dan were ever to leave Ked, for any reason on earth, it wouldn’t be on his son’s birthday.


    Or any other day.


    Because a man who loved his children that much could never abandon them, not even for a pact to begin a new life with another man. Earlier that day Craig Killingworth had said his real goodbyes, to his friend and lover, Magnus Ferguson. Magnus hadn’t known it at the time, but he’d suspected something was wrong when he spoke with Craig on the phone in the morning. So he’d gone to the house and helped him pack. Craig had always been fussy about his clothes, he’d said. A fussy man, who got cranky about packing….


    Dan looked down at the cell phone resting on the passenger seat. Yes or no? he asked himself. Yes or no? It had to be … yes! He picked it up, flipped it open with one hand and dialled. Yes! Yes! It screamed at him now. Why? Why hadn’t he seen it in all this time?


    Saylor answered. Dan spoke quickly, trying to convince the Picton cop that what he was saying was really true this time. Because he’d just grasped the one thing that was bothering him in all this mess. Despite the apparent suicide letter to Magnus, despite the eyewitness reports and the numerous sightings following Craig Killingworth’s disappearance, leaving just a trace of hope that he might still be alive somewhere, something had been nagging at him. Because despite even what the diary said, he’d felt it in his bones … the one thing out of place in all this sordid sadness.


    He’d finally found the unexpected: a suitcase. Standing empty behind a door in a police file, but packed earlier that day according to Magnus. It was the one thing awry in the report. A man had packed his suitcase to go away. Why would he bother to unpack it if he was going to kill himself? Dan’s instincts had been right all along. Ted said his father had come back to see him the day of his birthday. He would never have left on his son’s birthday after promising Ted he was coming back to stay: I’m going to give her what she’s always wanted. By the time you get this, I will be a dead man.


    Craig Killingworth hadn’t decided to kill himself. He was a dead man because he knew he couldn’t live without his sons. That meant for the rest of his life he would have to endure whatever his wife had in store for him. He’d unpacked his suitcase — because he’d finally made up his mind to return. Just as he’d promised Ted.


    Grief. A powerful word beginning with a soft utterance and ending in a feather’s caress. There’s no way to say it without beginning and ending in a sibilant whisper. Intake of breath or out, it’s still the same — like a verbal palindrome. Craig Killingworth had felt its pull, soft and seductive enough to make him sacrifice himself. He’d given in to its drowning embrace, giving up what he wanted most — his freedom — for what he couldn’t live without: his boys. In doing so, he’d lost both. There wasn’t a prayer or lamentation or elegy in the world that could convey, in words or music, the tragedy that this had brought about. There was nothing that could revoke or undo the senseless horror of what had happened to him: If I can’t have you, nobody will!


    Craig Killingworth had unpacked his suitcase that day and then sat down and written his letter to tell Magnus the truth, a truth that even he hadn’t fully comprehended: that he wasn’t leaving. Not because he’d decided to return to his family, but because he would be dead by the end of the day. He couldn’t have known that he was setting his own death in motion when he got on his bicycle and took the ferry to Adolphustown to tell his boys and his wife that he was coming back to live with them.


    Terry Piers said that Craig Killingworth hadn’t returned on the ferry with his bicycle. But someone had. A boy. The same boy Magnus had seen riding a bicycle up the hill to Lake on the Mountain. A dutiful son removing the evidence that his father had been there that night.


    She was pure evil, a woman who destroyed to suit her own ego. She’d even enlisted her son to help her. Murder: the one unforgivable sin. Because she had taken away something she could never replace: her husband’s life.


    At least I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing I’ve destroyed her in return. Had Ted known all along what he was doing?


    The ferry was agonizingly slow approaching the dock. Dan waited in unbearable torment as the crew in fluorescent orange coats with fluty stripes slid open the gate and waved the cars off-ship before calling in the oncoming group. He felt the vibrating charge as his wheels hit the loading ramp, second-last to board. And then there was nothing to do but wait as the boat ploughed into the reach and plied the waves, carving its way through the jagged ice locking the passage.


    His car sat next to a muster station with its yellow boogie board life preservers. Dan stepped out and looked over the side at the chunks of ice floating in black water. At this time of year he could almost have run across faster, if the ice would have held. His mind screamed for speed, but the boat kept up its steady crawl. Ahead, he saw the Royal Union flag waving them on to the Kingston side. The last gasp of the United Empire Loyalists. To his left, a sign read MV Quinte Loyalist, rebuilt by Cartier Construction Inc 1992. What had happened to the previous incarnation, Dan wondered, and why had it had to be rebuilt? He tried to keep his mind off what lay ahead. Whatever it might be was now out of his control.


    The Killingworth estate sat undiminished by rain or time or encroaching cold, the pines still greenly watching his approach. It had eluded him before, but Dan knew now what the look of the house signified: death waiting.


    Saylor had got there first. His car, door wide open, sat in the circular drive with lights flashing and the radio emitting useless sounds that went unanswered. Beneath the front window the garden was ravaged, plants torn out by their roots as though a demon wind had ripped things asunder.


    Dan’s footsteps pounded a futile path up the stairs and across the porch. The front hall was stacked with boxes and containers. In the drawing room, the afternoon light still held its hushed somnolence. The furniture had been draped with sheets in preparation for closing the house down for the winter. Ironically, it looked as if the owners had gone into mourning.


    The body was in the hall next to a bouquet of faded Monkshood, the delicately hooded flowers wilting as they thawed in the warmth. Lucille Killingworth lay across the carpet, her compact form neatly blending into its patterns and colours. She seemed to be camouflaged, as though the carpet were shielding her while she slept. As though she’d planned her death in advance to be as comfortable and well-coordinated as possible. A designer end. Suitable as any artist’s rendition of what death should look like. The effect was both comforting and eerie.


    Ted was crouched on his haunches, watching. Saylor stood over him, regarding Dan with an air of regret. Thom had been detained upstairs in the bathroom, either not man enough to finish the job or so mentally destitute he didn’t realize he hadn’t accomplished it all yet.

  


  
    Twenty-Eight



    Cures



    They’d been too late. Aconite has no known antidote, and chances were non-existent that anyone could have survived such a massive dose. Thom’s arrest for the murder of his mother was almost secondary to the shock that a twelve-year-old boy had poisoned his father and then got away with it for twenty years. He might find sympathy with a jury on the plea that his mother had encouraged him to kill his father, turning his young mind against him, but he would have a hard time getting out of the charge of murdering Lucille Killingworth two decades later. The fate of Daniella Ballancourt remained undecided, though Thom stuck to the story that he was innocent of any wrongdoing in connection with her death, and Dr. Bill McFarland, more than a good friend, stood firmly by his man in vouching for him. Dan was quietly surprised by Bill’s steadfastness.


    He wondered briefly about Lucille Killingworth’s request for his help back in the fall. Had it merely been a ploy to find out about Daniella’s pregnancy, so she could truthfully say that he, Dan, had told them, if asked? A woman knows these things. She’d probably just wanted to be sure, in case the investigation turned up anything. Thom probably hadn’t known till Dan came by that afternoon. In a way, Dan felt sorry for him. What chance had he had with a mother like that? Then again, he’d had a good father. A very good father, who had loved him beyond all knowing. On some level, even the boy Thom must have known that. Shaken by what he’d done, the twelve-year-old had tried to destroy all remnants of his father’s memory, beginning with his horses, before retreating into a life of showy but mostly superficial physical accomplishments.


    The pre-trial publicity kept the presses raging for a few weeks before other matters began to turn the tide of interest. All in all, the length of his sentence wouldn’t matter much to Dan one way or another.


    Dan was backing out of his driveway when he heard the tear of metal against metal. He jammed on the brakes, got out of his car and looked back to see a ten-inch gouge running across his rear door. His neighbour’s car, unapologetically parked with a foot of overhang on his drive, hidden by the drifts, stood in the thin wintry sunlight.


    Glenda came out of her house wearing an annoyed look. “That’s gonna cost you!” She ran over and saw that her own vehicle had sustained no damage. She turned meekly to Dan who stood glaring. She seemed to wilt.


    “Sorry — I guess I was careless.…”


    “How many times have I asked you to park your car so it doesn’t block my driveway?”


    “Don’t worry, these things happen.” Suddenly, she was all charm. “I’m having a party tonight. You wanna drop by?”


    “You’re trying to buy me off with a party invitation?” Dan demanded, more amused than insulted by her colossal lack of respect and consideration.


    “There are going to be a couple of gay guys from my work. I’m sure they’d love to meet you.”


    I’m not falling for this girly-girl routine, Dan thought. It may have worked on Steve and probably every other straight man you’ve ever flirted with, but it doesn’t work on me. That’s at least one advantage gay men still hold over straight men.


    “It’s a theme party,” Glenda went on, ignoring his glare. “It’s a come-as-someone-you-hate party. It’ll be fun.”


    “Sounds like a riot,” Dan snapped, stepping back in his car. “Can I come as you?”


    He left his damaged vehicle on the street and buzzed himself up to Donny’s condo. Donny stood just inside the door, grinning from ear to ear. He looked, Dan thought, suspiciously like a proud parent.


    “Guess what Lester said when I asked what he wanted to be when he grew up.”


    “No idea. I hope he didn’t say a machine or a porn star.”


    “Neither of the above. Cut the kid some slack.” Donny gave Dan a withering look he saved for those few times when he wanted to annihilate with a glance.


    “So, are you going to tell me or what?”


    “He said — and I quote — ‘When I grow up I want to be Miles Fucking Davis.’” Donny was grinning. “Is that unbelievable or what?”


    “That he wants to be Miles Davis?”


    Donny nodded.


    “Well, I guess a jazz superstar crackhead is better than just a crackhead.”


    “Oh, fuck you, Snow White.”


    Dan grinned. “So, is he good?”


    “What — on the horn? I don’t know.”


    “What do you mean you don’t know? Did you let him play a few licks?”


    “Of course. I let him lean on my horn — after I dusted it off a bit.”


    “And?”


    Donny was evasive. “I don’t know.”


    “What do you mean you don’t know? You know what good horn playing is. Either he was good or he wasn’t.”


    “Well … I guess he wasn’t too good. But! Even Miles must have wondered what he was going to make of that piece of metal the first time he pressed it to his lips. I mean, can you imagine what Miles Davis was thinking as he raised a horn to his lips for the very first time?”


    “An historic moment.” Dan waited a beat. “So, dare we hope that Angela Davis will inspire you to become a surrogate father to a needy boy with musical talent just waiting to be developed?”


    Donny toed the edge of a counter. “That’s the question, isn’t it? I mean, we can’t just send him back to his parents. That would be … like a life sentence. Wouldn’t it?”


    Dan nodded, waiting.


    “And I guess I’ve kind of gotten used to having him around.”


    “So…?”


    Donny shrugged. “So, I guess … whatever.”


    “Whatever? Just like that?” Dan said.


    “Do you want me to say I’ll think about it?”


    “Definitely not.”


    Ked had been home a week. He was still on edge over Ephraim’s death, though the last few days had seen him returning to his old self. But he was changed, Dan knew. Older, sadder. Death had whispered in his ear then driven the knife blade in a little, under the skin. The experience would leave him marked, but not, Dan hoped, permanently damaged. Maybe it was too soon to be doing this. He went upstairs and knocked on his son’s door.


    “Come in, Dad!”


    Dan pushed the door open with his foot, avoiding the maze of clothes and school reports sliding over the carpet. Ked removed his earphones, his head still swaying to whatever unheard pulse he’d just been connected to.


    “I need to speak with you about something,” Dan said, hoping his timing wasn’t completely off. “I’m thinking about going away for a while.”


    Ked just sat there. This wasn’t going to be easy. “I’m thinking of going back to B.C. For a couple of weeks — maybe a little longer.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “I know it’s been a difficult time for you, and I don’t want to do anything to upset you.” Memories of promising Ked never to desert him clouded his mind; was that what he was doing? He retreated. This was all wrong. “But anyway, it can probably wait.…”


    Ked’s voice intruded. “What’s in B.C.?”


    “Oh. Well. I was … I mean, there’s someone I met there I like a lot. I want to get to know him better. But of course my home is here — with you.” Dan watched closely, trying to read that inscrutable teenage face that seemed to follow him with X-ray vision, as though his son knew his deepest secrets.


    “That’s cool.”


    “What’s cool?”


    “That you want to go to B.C. Especially if there’s someone you like.” Ked cocked his head. “Is he nice?”


    Dan nodded. “Yes. He is. Thanks for asking.”


    “Just checking up on you.”


    “And anyway, it’s just a thought. I mean, I might not go —”


    Ked fixed him with a stare. “Dad, I just want you to be happy. Have you ever been happy in your entire life?”


    “What?” Dan looked intently at his son. “Of course I’ve been happy.” He stopped and thought about it. “Maybe not for a while, but I will be again.”


    Ked sat watching him. “What makes you happy?”


    “Did your Uncle Donny tell you to ask me this?” Dan said, suspicion clouding his mind.


    “No.”


    “Okay. Well, you make me happy, for one.”


    “What else?”


    Dan thought it over. Not much came to mind. Could he add Trevor to the list? What was he expecting of Trevor anyway? Salvation? Love everlasting? Supernatural sex? What happened when the sex slowed and the boredom quickened? When the perfect life became perfectly boring? The picture clouded. What would he do about the weight gain from not dancing or working out every other day and one too many hot chocolates before the fire? Or just from not having enough to get up and get done in the morning. These were precisely the kinds of things that destroyed relationships. And would Trevor still respect him no matter what tricks Dan came up with to booby-trap their rose-strewn path ahead? He was only now becoming aware of all the ways he sabotaged his own best intentions. Did he, Dan, even have what it took to make a go of things without fucking up, throwing up his hands, and moving on?


    He smiled. Listen to me, he thought. I’ve already moved in with him in my mind and we’re having our first fight, all without him even being there. Who says I’m not complex?


    “I don’t know what else at this moment. It’s hard to say right now. It’s been a rough year for me too.” He shrugged and tried to cover his seriousness.


    Ked watched him. “So just me? One thing?”


    Dan nodded.


    “Is that enough?”


    “What do you mean?”


    Ked looked around. “I mean … well, I’m happy living here with you, but Ralph makes me happy and I like playing basketball, and Mom makes me happy, and Uncle Donny too. There’s lots of things that make me happy —”


    “And you think I need to have lots of things too?”


    “Maybe you just need a few more.”


    Dan watched his son watching him.


    “I know you hate Toronto.…”


    “It doesn’t mean I want to leave.”


    “I’ll be fine if you do.”


    Dan stared at him.


    “Dad — I’m almost done high school. I just have a few years left, and then I’ll be going to university somewhere.”


    Dan was shocked to realize it was as close in time as that. He tried not to let the surprise sound in his voice. “Where will you go?”


    Ked made a face. “I don’t know. Geez! I haven’t even started to apply. The one I want to go to most is in B.C., though, so if you moved there —”


    “Who said anything about moving?”


    “No one.” Ked shrugged.


    “Good, because I’m just going for a trip.” And to try to talk someone into coming back with me, Dan thought. Maybe his son was right. Didn’t he deserve a happy ending? Still, he couldn’t abandon Ked. Couldn’t, wouldn’t — it was all the same. For some things, there were no second chances. “I’m going, but I’ll be back. Don’t even think of trying to get out of doing the housework.”


    He would not leave for now, though Ked was right — one day, he would. That didn’t mean Dan was stuck here till he died, however. Vancouver was only five hours away, and Air Canada had non-stop flights every day of the week. What more could you ask?


    “Anyway,” Ked continued, “if I go to school in B.C., I might see you hanging out there.”


    Dan snorted. “Hanging out? Is that what you think you’ll be doing in university?”


    “Dad! Relax, would you?”


    “I’m relaxed!”


    “Yeah?” Ked eyed his father. “Okay, then. Let’s see you.”


    Dan knew this would be hard to do without a drink, but he was only two months into his promise to Ked and he wasn’t going to break it. Six months wasn’t that long — not when you really thought about it. He felt himself dialling the number before he’d consciously made the decision.


    Trevor answered. “Don’t tell me — you’re on a ferry that’s just pulling into harbour.”


    “No, not this time.”


    “Good. Because the place is a mess and I’d hate to think you were coming out here just to cheer me up. You don’t have some scheme to come and save me from loneliness or something, do you? I don’t need to be saved.”


    “Not at all,” Dan said. “But I’ve been thinking a lot about how that gong sounded in the Japanese garden and how dark it gets there at night.”


    “Does that mean you’re coming for another visit?”


    “I’d like to.” Dan faltered. Words were failing him. “I’ve been thinking that my mind needs a break … before I start to hate everything here again. And it so happens there’s a seat sale on right now.”


    “Fantastic!” Trevor jumped on it. “But I’m not pressuring you. I’d love to see you. Any time — I told you that. I’ve got the cure for whatever ails you.”


    “Just so you know, I haven’t had a drink in two months, so I’m a total basket case, but a committed one.”


    He was wrapping a box with a miniature Pride flag rolled up inside and a note that said, “I hope that’s enough colour for you.” Before he left, he’d drop it off at the office with a thank you note for Sally.


    “I’m not selling the house or committing myself to anything … well, apart from spending the night with a cup of hot chocolate in front of your fireplace now and again. Preferably with lots of marshmallows.”


    “You’re travelling 4,300 kilometres to have a cup of hot chocolate?”


    “With you. A cup of hot chocolate with you. Any problem with that?”


    Trevor laughed. “None whatsoever.”


    “Fine. Then wish me luck —”


    “Good luck.”


    “— and I’ll see you soon. Can I bring you anything?”


    “Yeah. Bring your tool belt. You can read into that whatever you like.”


    Downstairs Ralph sat looking at him. “What do you want?” Dan asked, opening his arms wide. The dog leapt to the door and waited while Dan put the leash on him. Outside he trotted briskly along without pulling. He seemed to know where he wanted to go, as though he’d sniffed the wind, and it had told him something.


    How do you gauge what lies ahead? How do you choose?


    Sometimes, Craig Killingworth had written in his diary, I think the only things that matter are the choices we make, for better or worse, for right or wrong. He had chosen the love of his sons and walked into the open arms of death. As sad and unfair as it was, nothing could change that. Craig Killingworth had let duty — an all-consuming duty of fatherhood coupled with a love for his sons — kill him. He’d tried to escape his fate and walked right into it. And here, twenty years later, Dan Sharp walked his dog across a bridge in one of the world’s largest metropolises, contemplating his future. His own choices. He, at least, could still make them. And they would be as wrong or as right as could be. There was no telling until he made them.


    The man and dog passed over the Don Valley Bridge. Snow fell lightly. Below, a flow of red taillights winked and twitched its way up the constipated fracture that divided the city. A river of flame that would be cold as ash tomorrow. A river of escapees. Those who couldn’t take the city any more — this place that was supposed to be friendly and safe, a haven for like-minded souls who wanted to live together in peace and harmony — were slowly making their way to a new land, leaving behind the tyranny of mob rule. Somehow in the course of the last century, as the city became a garbage bin for the tortured and angst-ridden, the uncaring and soulless, the promise had all gone wrong.


    Dan heard voices and turned to watch three kids cutting across to his left, sharing some childhood joke. There were two boys, one black and one white, running alongside an Asian girl, laughing as they went. Citizens of the new century. The very essence of diversity.


    Well, maybe not all wrong, then. Somewhere there was hope.
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    Prologue: Toronto 2008


    This Little Piggy


    Darkness gripped him like a vice. The faint light filtering through from outside made everything black on black, broken here and there by minute variations in grey. Uniform, minimalist. Against a far wall the outline of a girder dipped down from the roof, warped and twisted like a giant DNA strand or a blackened starlit stairway to heaven. The shell of a processing unit stood off to one side, vaguely threatening like some obscure technology on a low-budget sci-fi set, impossible to say what it was if you didn’t know which planet you were on or what series you’d landed in.


    Dan sniffed the air. The scent of smoke lingered, a disquieting odour, though it was more than two years since the fire that gutted the slaughterhouse’s interior. The hush inside the room was as soothing as a hand run over velvet. An eerily hypnotic movie theme ran through his head: The Exorcist. He laughed silently and took a step forward. From off to the right came a curious grinding noise, like a pebble crushed underfoot. Maybe it was just his imagination.


    He froze.


    “Darryl Hillary?” he called out. “My name is Dan Sharp. I’m a missing persons investigator. I’ve been hired by your sister.”


    More silence.


    It was just past 1 a.m. on a hot, humid August morning. Not the best weather for sleeping, though almost any bed would be better than this. Not the best weather for prowling around empty slaughterhouses in the dark, either. Dan’s eyes searched for movement. He felt no fear at being there. It occurred to him that he was more at home in darkness than in light.


    After fifteen years in the business, he was still surprised where he might end up looking for a client.

    During his first week on the job for a previous employer, a lifer with a big mouth informed him of the likelihood that a) he probably wouldn’t last a month, and b) he would never be able to predict where the job might land him on any given day. He’d long since proven the first wrong, but the second prediction had shown itself right time and again.


    As anonymous tips went, this one had seemed routine. A little past midnight, his cellphone buzzed, registering a phone booth. Dan heard what sounded like a fast food outlet in the background — orders being called out over the din of communal eating in a room echoing with restless diners. In the foreground, a voice of indeterminate sexuality — it could have been a young man, pitch notched up by nervousness, or a woman who’d smoked herself into a good baritone — puffed out the details of where he’d find his prey: a man named Darryl Hillary.


    Dan knew better than to ask the caller for personal details. He’d long since learned that the bearer of these messages often had something to hide or to gain by passing along the intelligence. You seldom learned what it was, but the information was usually good, when it wasn’t downright crazy or just implausible. But hey, it took all kinds.


    “That guy you’re looking for? Hillary? He’s hiding out in the old slaughterhouse near Keele and St. Clair. He’s there now.”


    Dan’s mind went into overdrive: something about a suspicious fire, a big investigation into arson, allegations of insurance fraud involving unpaid government loans.


    Play dumb, he told himself. “Didn’t that burn down a couple years ago?”


    “Yeah, North York Pork. That’s the one. But the building’s mostly still there.”


    “What’s he hiding from?”


    There was a pause. He shouldn’t have pushed. That was all he’d get. He’d lost whoever was talking.


    “Don’t you know?”


    “Maybe, but I wondered what you could tell me.”


    “Nothing. That’s it.”


    The line went dead, the food court dying with it.


    In his mind, Dan followed the trail backwards: fast food outlet, supermarket, meat distributor, slaughterhouse, and, finally, the farm. This little piggy goes to market. A curious connection, but ultimately meaningless. He recalled the newspaper photos of the fire engines, hoses turned skyward on a bleak winter day, as well as a humorous sidebar showing the char-blackened

    pork sides prepped for processing, now permanently overdone. If it was arson, then whoever set it at least had the good sense to do it after the slaughter, rather than get the animal activists riled at the thought of an abattoir of live pigs going up in flames.


    Dan’s connections with his sources were obscure almost to the point of being nonexistent. Sometimes the contact of a contact would phone or send him a message — for cash, of course. If there was news to be

    had, there was a price tag to go with it. What you learned after paying your snitch fee was anybody’s guess, and where the tip came from was nobody’s business. That wasn’t Dan’s concern. Finding his client was. As long as the information put him in touch with the right person it was all the same to him. With some, you could never tell. A tip leading to an abandoned slaughterhouse might be just the ticket or it could be a blind lead.

    The only way to know for sure was to follow it.


    Dan waited in the darkness, conscious of the smell of burnt everything. Before entering the grounds he’d checked for guard dogs, tossing a few well-aimed rocks inside the fence. Nothing stirred, growled, or snarled. Nothing that he could see, at least. Burned-out building or not, he was technically trespassing, so better not to get caught by some rabid canine pulling your pants down around your ankles as you hoisted yourself over a fence.


    Just inside the entrance, his nostrils curled at the smell of stale urine. Vagrants then, or at least a few ravers. Maybe even a couple of do-it-yourself journalist types. Cities abounded with the latter. Dan kept a couple on his payroll as occasional providers of obscure but useful information. Astonishing what someone living off the grid might turn up. There was nothing like a gung-ho would-be activist for sniffing out the dirt on your street that everyone else overlooked. One man’s garbage was another’s hot tip.


    Darkness swallowed him again as he slid into a large open space. It was like being gradually submerged in different depths of water. As he moved farther into the room, his eyes grew accustomed to the negligible light. Here was where the meat would have been conveyed along assembly lines, waiting to be packaged and branded. He could just make out the curlicue of hooks overhead. Underfoot, the wire grills set in concrete would have kept the floor drained of blood and guts. He imagined freshly killed carcasses swinging from cutter to cutter, lurching down the line till what started out as a whole pig made the cut from pork loin through bacon on its way to becoming sliced baloney.


    He stopped for a moment to consider the call that had sent him in search of his quarry. When he’d asked what his prey was hiding from, the voice had responded by turning it around on him: Don’t you know? Hard to say what was hidden behind that question in answer to his question. People disappeared for a lot of reasons. Often money was behind it,

    but just as often you could find traces of fear, shame, desperation. It was hard to say.


    The movie theme was running through his head now. That’s when he heard the pebble.


    “Darryl Hillary?” he called out. “My name is Dan Sharp. I’m a missing persons investigator. I’ve been hired by your sister.”


    Dan strained to see, but nothing distinguished itself in the blackness. He took another step and the ground gave way underfoot. He pitched backward. The misstep may have saved his life. Above him, the air parted with a swishing sound as though something hefty had been swung at his head, barely missing it. Senses heightened, Dan felt more than he saw the shadowy figure skipping nimbly away toward the entrance. Someone whose eyes were far better adjusted to the light.


    The attack had come so quickly he barely registered the adrenaline surging in his veins. Now it set off panic alarms as he lay on the floor waiting to be sure he was alone and no longer in danger of having his head bashed in. Whoever it was wanted to get away more than finish him off.


    “Darryl Hillary?” he called after the vanished figure.


    There was no way of knowing whether his would-be attacker was Hillary, or even male, though he suspected it was. If it was Hillary then he’d probably thought whoever he was running from had finally caught up with him. Whatever horrors dwelled in his head waiting to spring out at any moment, he likely felt justified taking a swing at someone calling his name in a burned-out slaughterhouse.


    Dan got to his feet and brushed himself off. It was plain stupid to be stumbling around without his flashlight. He’d been too busy congratulating himself on not being afraid of the dark, like some ten-year-old daring to walk through a haunted forest at midnight. Except in this case there’d be no one to brag to when he emerged, exhilarated, after not being eaten by goblins or ghouls or wicked stepmothers.


    Steadying himself, he felt in his pocket for the Mini Mag that accompanied him everywhere he went, the way others were married to their Swiss Army knives. He twisted the knob and aimed it dead ahead. Obscure shapes sprang forward in a silvery gloom, as though he were underwater. Everything else stayed obstinately black just outside the range of the beam.


    Something tickled his cheek. He put a hand up to brush it off, catching his fingers in the straying light.


    Red.


    Blood.


    Not mine.


    Dan swung the light overhead and a sense of revulsion overtook him. His stomach reeled. The body was trussed like a pig and hanging from a rusty meat hook.


    A sound issued from his throat, half-gurgle and half-yell. Then silence rushed in to fill the vacuum that nature was said to abhor.


    With his unbloodied hand he reached for his cellphone, keeping the flashlight trained on the monster dangling above. He punched in the three numbers. The alert voice on the other end seemed to have been awaiting his call: Ambulance, fire, or police?


    Only for what it was worth, this tip wasn’t destined to be anonymous.

  


  
    One


    Tubular Bells


    The sirens screamed long before Dan saw the stuttering lights and sleek cars arriving with their officers in fancy dress uniform. The first cruiser skidded to a stop just outside the fence — a little show of force, nothing too flashy. There wasn’t much of an audience, after all. It was followed by a fire engine with a full crew and, finally, an ambulance to complete the set. Not that there was any chance the victim was still alive, Dan knew, but until that fact had been officially established, there would be no concession even to Death.


    The second and third cruisers careened to a halt ten feet from the first, lights flashing crazily. The old police vehicles, since retired, had always reminded Dan of sharks: sleek, predatory things waiting to attack. The new twenty-first century design with its gleaming white, red, and blue motifs made him think of Crest toothpaste tubes more than anything. Slick and lean, with cavity fighting fluoride. A new breed of cop for the new millennium.


    Two officers came warily toward him. Who knew, but he could be a crazy man on a killing spree. One cop was average build, youngish, probably a family man resenting the impositions of a night shift that kept him away from home. The other was oversized and fleshy, a teddy bear with a wheeze and buggy eyes. A heart attack in the making. Badges were flashed, names tossed at him. In return, Dan identified himself as the 911 caller. The three of them headed inside.


    The other officers stayed outside, taping off the yard, diligent as prospectors mapping out a claim. Dan knew the rule of thumb was to cast your net large. You could always close down on an area later, but once the scene was under inspection it was too late to widen the scope. A final officer sat in his cruiser, probably writing up a request for the warrant that would allow them to make a thorough search of the premises.


    With their larger and more penetrating flashlights, Dan got a better look at the slaughterhouse interior. Clearly, he’d been taking his chances wandering about in the dark. He ducked under a collapsed arch and headed into the main room where the body waited. The cops followed silently, playing their beams on the ground and over the walls, looking for who knew what. On seeing the body strung up, one of the officers made a sound of disgust; the other kept his feelings to himself, if he had any.


    The corpse leered down at them. His quietus made and bare bodkin notwithstanding, the deceased’s reticence stretched around them, matching the silence of the place. Death might have taken a holiday here and slept for a century or more without being disturbed.


    “Hanging prisoners on meat hooks was a Nazi interrogation technique,” Dan said as they stood gazing up.


    Both officers turned to look at him as though he might have been directly responsible for any number of atrocities in the Second World War internment camps. For all they knew, he could have been Goebbels’ right-hand man.


    The fleshy officer scribbled something in a book then aimed his flashlight back up at the victim.


    “Looks like somebody was trying to make a statement,” he said to no one in particular, perhaps just tickling out a desire to become a murder profiler.


    Footsteps approached. The medical officer arrived, grunted an acknowledgement to the others, then reached up and felt a limply hanging wrist for a pulse.


    He shook his head: Death Acknowledged.


    “Get your pictures then take it down,” he said. “Not much I can do while it’s up there.”


    A fourth officer entered and set up a tripod. As he fiddled with the knobs, Dan told the first two cops how he’d been hired to find someone who might or might not be the man hanging overhead at that moment, describing the anonymous call that had led him here. They listened with seeming indifference. In reality, Dan knew they were trying to decide whether to consider him a “person of interest,” waiting to see if he’d say anything that might implicate himself. No one had cautioned him or advised him of his rights, so he wasn’t under oath, but anything he said could be considered a “spontaneous confession.” His profession would give his actions a modicum of credibility, but he was wary of saying anything that might flag him as suspicious. One wrong word could be the kiss of death. He was simply a missing persons investigator following the trail of a man to a burned-out slaughterhouse. Period. The fact that he was trespassing would be put aside for now. The more important fact — that he’d found a body rather than a living person — was another matter entirely. While it was unlikely that one man would kill another in such an elaborate fashion and then phone in the murder report, the police would assume nothing. At the very least, they’d let him prattle on to see if he contradicted himself or revealed anything beyond what he’d already told them. The rules of conduct in a police investigation could be as intricate as a Middle East diplomatic mission.


    Camera flares lit up the walls, animating the corpse like a haunted-house zombie on the make. By now, the officer in the cruiser would have passed Dan’s name back to the station to verify that he really was all he claimed. He would probably learn that Dan had helped solve other murders in the past, but it was up for grabs whether they would see him as an asset or as a guy who stuck his nose in police business when the chance presented itself. With luck someone would know him, maybe even back up his statements, then they’d all lighten up a bit. But it was nearly 2 a.m. on a Sunday morning and there was no telling who might be on the desk at that hour. Till then it was anybody’s guess how things would turn out.


    The forensics guys were fanning out, scouring the room for clues, the small details that might help identify the murderer. Dan’s footsteps were their first concern. He’d done what every amateur sleuth did: contaminate the crime scene with his footprints but, fortunately, not with fingerprints or anything else. (Such as? he asked like some overeager junior detective. Urine and feces, he was told. Sometimes blood and vomit.) Thank god he hadn’t had to take a leak, or worse. Also in his favour, he’d confined his trespassing to the concrete walk and wire grill, avoiding obliterating other tracks that might have formed in the ash-covered areas of the room. All by luck, of course; it wasn’t as though he’d been expecting to find a corpse. If his steps had knocked anything into the troughs under the grills, they’d find it. He breathed a sigh of relief when they said that. At least his blundering wouldn’t allow the killer to go free on the grounds that he’d compromised the evidence.


    “Can you describe the person you saw, Mr. Sharp?”


    “Not really. It was very dark and it happened very fast.”


    “But you’re sure it was a man?”


    “I’m not sure of anything. I made the usual assumption that if someone attacked me then it had to be a man. Not true, of course.”


    “So you were attacked then?”


    Dan thought about it. “I can’t even say that for sure …”


    One of the officers sighed, foreseeing the defence in court a few months hence: So you agree, sir, that you didn’t actually see or hear anything?


    “… though I’m inclined to believe I was. As I told you earlier, something whizzed past my head and I think whoever was in here took a swing at me with a bat or pipe.”


    Lights were splayed over the ground, offering several choice possibilities for weapons — a blackened pipe, some rebar with concrete chunks twisted onto the end, and a lengthy piece of wood that had somehow escaped the conflagration.


    The officer turned to him. “But you weren’t hurt?”


    Dan shrugged. “Not really. I skinned my hands when I fell, but I wasn’t struck because I fell down first.”


    “What made you fall?”


    “I seem to remember something shifting underfoot and then suddenly I was on the floor.”


    “Where were you when you fell?”


    “Right here,” Dan said, without hesitation. “More or less beneath the body.”


    The fleshy officer shone his light on the floor. A piece of blackened grid jutted up, just the right size and angle to trip a man wandering about in the dark like a fool.


    “I thought you said you had a flashlight.”


    Dan felt his face colour. “Yeah. I wasn’t using it. I didn’t want to alert anybody inside. I wanted to catch my misper by surprise, if he was here.”


    “Do you have permission to be in here, sir?”


    “Afraid not.”


    “You were taking one hell of a risk wandering around in the dark.” The admonishing note at last.


    The officer shook his head in a fatherly fashion. He escorted Dan from the murder scene back to the entrance, where the flashing cruisers lit up the night like a blue and red bonfire.


    “Sergeant Bryson will take your statement, sir.”


    The first officer left as another came up to them. This one was tall and jowly, his face grim and cadaverous from too many midnight shifts. Bryson looked gravely at his watch like an executioner about to start his work, jotting the time in a notebook. His questions were routine. He glanced up at Dan now and again, but otherwise noted his words in silence.


    “Is there any chance of learning if this is the man I’ve been searching for?” Dan asked when he’d finished giving his report.


    “Not at the moment,” the officer said.


    A voice called from inside the ruined building. Bryson turned to Dan. “Wait here, please, sir.”


    Dan slumped against the wall, easing down onto his heels. The evening had actually begun quite agreeably. He’d spent it with his teenage son, Ked, and his partner, Trevor. After a late dinner, they retreated to the rec room in the basement, hoping to beat an ongoing heat wave the city had endured for the past week.


    Watching movies was a mutually agreed upon way of passing the time with little or no physical exertion. That night it was Ked’s turn for choosing a title. He was spoiled for choice, but invariably picked something from the horror genre. Dan teased him for his selection, predicting the film would prove a snore of the first rank rather than the thrill its reputation presaged. Ked’s eyes flashed a challenge at him.


    Ked: “Dad, Exorcist was voted, like, the scariest movie of all time. Do you really think kajillions of people can be wrong?”


    Dan: “Yes. Just look at Elvis. Or Madonna.”


    Ked: “Okay, never mind. Just watch it, all right?”


    To Dan’s surprise, the opening scene at an archaeological dig in Iraq piqued his interest. He found himself engrossed. In his experience, horror films seldom boasted cultural anecdotes let alone gifted actors in leading roles; this one promised both. Before long,

    the room was silent except for the film’s dialogue and the eerie soundtrack that would accompany him to the slaughterhouse later that evening.


    At the first sign of a break, a lump on the floor that appeared to be a lifeless bit of fur lifted its head and sniffed the air for signs of a walk or even just a few well-aimed kernels of popcorn. A thumping tail rewarded everything tossed in its direction.


    “See? Even Ralph likes Exorcist,” Ked proclaimed.


    After a pee break and popcorn refill, the movie resumed. In the intermittent scenes between thrills and chills the threesome amused themselves by formulating a list of rules for surviving a horror film. By common consent, Rule Number One was, “Don’t go into a room with the lights off.” This sensible injunction — which Dan would recall with irony just a few hours later — was followed closely by Rule Number Two, “When you arrive at a deserted town, don’t stick around to find out why it’s deserted.” Rule Number Three was, “Never go down to the basement alone.”


    As Ked passed the popcorn to Trevor, a sudden onscreen apparition made him jump, sending miniature white bombs flying through the air.


    “Arggh!” he cried. “Ralph, treats!”


    The dog leapt up instantly.


    Dan glanced over at Trevor. “I’m particularly fond of Rule Number Four: If someone says your child is possessed by the devil and things start flying through the air, call in a priest immediately.”


    Ked’s eyes widened into an approximation of dem-

    onic possession. “Aaarggghhh!” he cried, his expression more ludicrous than scary.


    Ellen Burstyn had just had her second fit of over-acting as the possessed girl’s mother when Ked snorted in derision. The suggestion by a credulous doctor that Linda Blair’s feats of levitation might be attributable to puberty and a brain lesion brought further scorn from Ked.


    “Is that supposed to be scary?” he asked when a lugubrious face appeared onscreen and faded out again.


    The game continued. Trevor held up a finger. “I know! Rule Number Five: Never run from monsters in high heels.”


    Dan looked over. “I’ve never seen a monster in high heels before.”


    “Your father’s a funny guy,” Trevor said, offering the popcorn bowl to Ked. “Lucky you’re not warped too.”


    “I know!” Ked replied.


    They watched the screen in silence for a while.


    “Have you ever noticed how all these horror movies happen in quiet places like Amityville or Georgetown?” Dan asked.


    “Which proves indisputably that the source of all evil is suburban USA,” Trevor added.


    “Hey, I know,” Ked said. “Rule Number Six: If you’re stuck in a small town in Maine or Texas and everyone has a chainsaw then just kill yourself and get it over with.”


    “Good one,” Trevor agreed.


    The movie theme unfolded eerily, its arpeggiated tendrils of sound and distinctive tone of the bells made demonic by the film. Those repetitive notes had been the sound of evil throughout Dan’s teenage years.


    “Rule Number Seven,” he said, “always listen to the soundtrack to find out when the next attack is likely to occur.”


    The popcorn bowl changed hands again. Onscreen, Max von Sydow wiped green vomit from his glasses and held a crucifix over the inert form of the possessed girl, Regan.


    Ked giggled. “Rule Number Eight: Never check to see if the monster is dead after you think you’ve killed it.”


    “Oh, yeah!” Dan and Trevor chimed in together.


    By the time the credits rolled, Dan and Trevor agreed the film had been creepy, if not downright terrifying. Two more rules were posited to sum up the genre: Rule Number Nine, the villain is never who you think it is, and Rule Ten, the hero can never go home again.


    “It’s still pretty scary after all these years,” Trevor said.


    “It had its moments,” Dan agreed. “How about you, maestro?” he said, turning to his son. “Happy with your choice?”


    Ked rolled his eyes. “Guys, it was lame. Didn’t you see that stupid make-up and overdone fake vomit?

    It looked like green porridge. It was totally goofy,”

    he pronounced, the emperor turning thumbs down on the defeated gladiator. “I can’t believe I even wanted to watch this crap.”


    “Better luck next time,” Dan told his son.


    Ked went off, trailed by the steadfast Ralph. “’Night, guys.”


    “’Night,” they replied.


    Dan looked over at Trevor and shrugged. “So what do we know about horror flicks?”


    “That son of yours is a little too sophisticated for his own good. When I was his age, it scared the crap out of me,” Trevor said.


    They’d just undressed and were settling in upstairs when Dan’s cell buzzed. He reached for it. The screen showed a pay phone number. Not many of those left any more, he thought.


    Trevor glanced over at him. “Better answer it. You know you won’t sleep until you do.”


    Dan sighed.


    “Sharp.” He listened for a while in silence then said, “Didn’t that burn down a couple years ago?”


    Trevor rolled over to watch him.


    “What’s he hiding from?” Then, after a pause, “Maybe, but I wondered what you could tell me.”


    The call ended abruptly.


    “Damn.”


    Trevor looked over at Dan.


    “Duty calls,” Dan said, sitting up.


    Trevor glanced at the bedside clock. “It’s past midnight.”


    “I know, sorry. Don’t wait up.”


    “I won’t.” Trevor pulled the covers up to his chin. “Have fun. Don’t forget your crucifix.”


    It would have been good advice, if he’d followed it.


    A voice crackled out of a walkie-talkie somewhere deep inside the slaughterhouse.


    “Shit! Did you see this?”


    “See what?” answered a second voice. Then “Holy crap! We gotta let the chief know right away.”


    Dan’s imagination was running riot. What could be worse than a body strung up on a meat hook? Were there others he hadn’t seen? He was alert as the officer returned and headed for the cruiser.


    Bryson mumbled a few words into his cell, then, “Yeah, he’s on a meat hook. Just like the guy said.” He glanced at Dan. “But it gets weirder. Guy’s missing an ear. It’s sliced clean off.” There was a pause. “Left, I think. Hang on.” He picked up the walkie-talkie. “Harvey. Which ear?”


    “The left one,” came the reply.


    “Yeah, left,” Dan heard the first officer say.


    This was followed by silence. Dan could hear the man’s breathing quicken. “Yes, sir.” His body stiffened. “Yes, sir. I understand fully.”


    Dan waited, curious, while the officer concluded his call.


    The cop turned his grim face to Dan. “Anything else you can tell us?”


    “Not that I can think of.”


    “All right. You need to leave now.”


    He brushed past Dan and headed back to the building. Dan followed.


    “How can I find out if this is my guy or not?”


    Officer Bryson halted. “Mr. Sharp, sir, you need to leave the site immediately.”


    “Sure, but who can I talk to once the identification is made?”


    Bryson gave him a dismissive stare. “If you don’t leave now, I’ll have to charge you with trespassing. Or I could take you down to the station for a formal briefing. Do you want that, Mr. Sharp?”


    “No.”


    The officer softened a bit. “There’s no identification on the body. It could take a while. Maybe if you brought some dental records for your guy to the coroner’s office tomorrow, you might get an answer.”


    He turned and entered the slaughterhouse. Dan didn’t wait for a second invitation to leave.

  


  
    Two


    The Vanishing Point


    It was nearly three o’clock by the time Dan got back in his car. He’d been at the slaughterhouse almost two hours, most of that time with the officers. Now, heading east along St. Clair Avenue, he reviewed the facts in his mind. Three days earlier, he received a call from a woman claiming her brother had been missing since the previous afternoon. Was that too soon to declare him missing officially? No, Dan said. Not if she felt his disappearance was suspicious or unusual. In which case it was better to act sooner than later.


    The woman, Darlene Hillary, had been frantic. Dan waited till she settled down before pressing her. Why did she think his disappearance was suspicious? That was easy: her brother, Darryl, almost never left the house and when he did he always left a note. Agoraphobe, Dan concluded. That morning, Darlene continued, when she was on her way to work, her brother hadn’t said anything about going out. When she returned, he was gone. Could he be anywhere else? No, not that she could think of. Was it possible he got delayed somewhere and found himself unable to get in touch? That, too, was unlikely, she said. Nor had he taken any personal belongings, leaving out the possibility of an extended trip.


    The answers were not encouraging. Worse, Darlene said her brother had received a threatening note and several disturbing anonymous calls over the past few months. He hadn’t wanted to talk about them, but she wheedled it out of him when he began acting strangely, obsessing over locking doors and keeping the windows closed and the curtains drawn at all times. Clearly he believed the threats were real, though he hadn’t told his sister what they were about. Dan listened with careful gravity. If someone was serious enough to make threats, then whoever it was might be serious enough to carry them out, though a final verdict was premature.


    Almost all of Dan’s questions hit dead ends. Darryl hadn’t held a job in five years and therefore had no work colleagues, past or present, to question. He hadn’t fraternized with neighbours, frequented pool halls or movie houses, so there was no one to ask about the last time they’d seen him socially. His sister worked at an old age home and was often gone for the better part of the day or night, depending on her shift. As far as she knew, her brother spent most of his free time watching TV in his bedroom or outside in their backyard. That habit ended suddenly when the calls started. The one possible lead that held out hope for Dan, as slim as it might seem, was that Darlene’s brother was an occasional dope smoker. She’d admitted that after much hesitation, seeming to think it a grievous liability. “It’s not that unusual,” he reassured her.


    Finding the drug dealers in any given neighbourhood was a shell game. Ask the right questions at the right time and you’d hit a mainline of information. The wrong questions asked of the wrong person on the wrong day, and you were almost guaranteed to see everybody’s heads disappear, like a beach full of crabs at low tide. Lots of holes, but nothing showing aboveground. Once they got spooked, they could stay that way for months. Nobody forced these small-time dealers to sell their wares. For most of them, it was part-time work you did on top of your regular job as an underpaid garage mechanic or counter clerk at a late-night donut shop. A little moolah to ease the pain of whatever life didn’t provide naturally. Selling crack to pay off the Mafia or to fund your own addiction was another matter, of course. There was often urgency there, but Dan doubted he was chasing that kind of animal.


    “Darryl’s a gentle man,” his sister insisted.


    A guitar player and a poet, as it turned out. In other words, the kind of guy who picked up a little weed in the neighbourhood then came home and smoked it in the solitude of his garage, with nobody the wiser. Only in this case it seemed he’d somehow got mixed up with the wrong crowd.


    Darryl Hillary was beginning to sound a little weird. He was also one of the most reclusive, introverted young men in the city. According to his sister, almost no one knew of his existence. But even poets must have friends, Dan thought. And apparently an enemy or two, as well. Then again, weren’t writers and journalists the first to be silenced? An uncensored poet could be a dangerous thing indeed. But in that case, if the body turned out to be his, why cut off an ear? Why not a tongue instead?


    Dan sent in the usual requests for background checks. Nothing arrived on Friday and everything slowed down by the weekend. It was now going on sixty hours since the call with Hillary’s sister. In that time, Dan had managed to find the local pusher, the one who supplied the neighbourhood weed. He repaired motors at a small appliance store. No glamour there. Clearly not a big-time dealer. The man was wary when Dan approached, no doubt worried about a bust. He loosened up when Dan flashed the picture and explained why he was looking for Darryl, while assuring him he wasn’t a cop. The man admitted to knowing Darryl — Dan was careful not to ask in what context — but sounded convincing when he said he hadn’t seen him in several months. Which likely meant that Hillary had scored big the last time they’d been in contact, though he wasn’t about to ask for details of the transaction or to wonder if he was keeping proper sales tax records. Dan left his card and a request to be in touch if Darryl contacted him.


    Heading downtown now, he wondered if it was this contact that had netted the call from the fast food outlet earlier in the evening. Dan was even reasonably sure which diner it was — there was only one open late in that neighbourhood, at the corner of Lansdowne and St. Clair, not far from the former abattoir. If he drove past now it would still be open, though his anonymous caller would long since have wolfed down an order of fries and a burger and bolted.


    He turned south and headed east on College Street, past Yonge and over to Church. Despite the hour, the hookers were still on their corners, long-legged and ever optimistic that Daddy Warbucks would be cruising in their direction any minute. Got the time? Your place or mine? It was more than two decades since Dan had seen anything from that side of the fence, but there was a period in his teenage years when he’d needed to support himself. He’d done that by standing on a downtown corner until he met the man who would take him away from all that, briefly, before getting onto the straight-and-somewhat-narrow in his early twenties after finding himself the father of a young boy.


    At seventeen, however, Dan had been desperate to escape his claustrophobic, dysfunctional background and his abusive, barely communicative father. He’d left the old man to drink himself to death, a task Stuart Sharp had accomplished quickly and efficiently once he got down to the business at hand, one of the few successes in his otherwise un-noteworthy life. Dan’s mother’s early death due to pneumonia was something he preferred not to dwell on, if he could avoid it.


    In fact, when he considered his beginnings, Dan felt he’d been lucky overall. Life had its surprising twists and turns, but somehow his had turned out all right, where other people’s hadn’t. He was never more aware of this than when sitting down with clients to discuss the loved ones who’d disappeared — some after fights, some after disappointments, while others simply vanished without leaving a clue as to where they’d gone. Or why. He’d become expert at ferreting out the signs, following them like a trail of breadcrumbs to learn how and why people reinvented themselves. Assuming they were lucky enough to be given a choice and a second chance, that is. He became adept at sniffing the air, picking up the scent of one life and following it to where it morphed into another, the mismatched remnants of a shattered vessel pieced together into something that resembled a whole again. Those were the relatively lucky ones, Dan knew. Then there were the thousands who approached some kind of vanishing point and were never heard from again, donning a cloak of invisibility. Who knew, but some of them could be standing on a nearby street corner right now, having joined the ranks of the Girls of the Night.


    Dan’s stomach growled: it was payback time for staying up late. He swung south and headed down to the lake, following the concrete trail beneath the Gardiner Expressway, past the film studios and dockyard canals. A burger and fries combo from Wendy’s was uppermost on his mind. He stopped at the Leslie Street outlet, the one with the friendly Jamaican woman who was there every night, no matter what time he turned up. He imagined she had kids to support, debts to pay off. Otherwise, why would she be there grinning like a madwoman at 3:18 in the morning?


    He handed over his change and silently wished her a better future, whatever it might be, while wondering if Darryl Hillary liked Wendy’s combos. Dan gratefully accepted the pungent-smelling bag of carbs and grease and a large Frosty before driving on. With one hand plunged into the paper to draw out a fistful of stringy fries, he passed the turn-off that would have led home. Instead, seemingly of its own accord, the car turned left on Queen Street, heading back over the Don Valley until it reached a cul-de-sac with a thicket of townhouses springing up like mushrooms. He stopped in front of a tall grey unit in a row of five. This place would soon have his name on it. His and Trevor’s, if things turned out. Kedrick’s, too, but that would be temporary now that Ked was nearing the end of high school and starting to think about university. And so the page turned, Dan mused.


    His new neighbourhood was Corktown, a roughly triangular area bounded on the south and east by the Don River where it fed into Lake Ontario. To the north, Regent Park’s housing projects were jammed together with the privileged gentrification of Cabbagetown, while poor, unfashionable Moss Park and its homeless shelters lay to the west. With Dan’s rag-tag background, he could rightly claim to belong to all of these groups, and none.


    Some declared that Corktown got its name from the wave of Irish immigrants arriving in the early-nineteenth century, though Dan preferred the local legend that it was due to the many breweries and a cork manufacturer that once employed a good number of the area’s residents. In any case, it was a decidedly old world slice of Toronto’s past containing the city’s first Catholic parish. Somewhere beneath a current-day schoolyard, an unmarked graveyard held the remains of those parishioners, fleeing poverty and famine in the old world only to find death in the new one. Poor Protestants who couldn’t afford the pew fees at nearby St. James Anglican Cathedral eventually erected their own place of worship, Little Trinity, the city’s oldest surviving church. A Tudor Gothic structure built “for all people,” it was set smack on King Street, the new arrivals seemingly unable to shake off the aristocratic shadows of the Dominion even here.


    This would be Dan’s second house in the city. Fifteen years earlier, he had bought his current home at the foot of Leslieville during a slump in the market. It had cost considerably less than expected, but he’d taken his good fortune in stride and made the best of it. Now, with the anticipated addition — meaning Trevor — his domestic arrangements needed expanding. He’d bid on the current property and paid dearly for it, gratefully accepting Trevor’s offer to remake the interior and oversee the project’s completion. It promised to be quietly spectacular when done. Dan was counting on that. It had to be right; this was probably the last place he’d buy before his retirement, if that day ever arrived.


    He rolled down his window and gazed up at the structure. So far, things had gone according to schedule.

    The roof had been replaced and the interior gutted. Last week, the builders had installed new window casements on the upper floor. They gleamed in the dark. Once painted, however, they would blend in nicely. Trevor had worked hard to reassure the anxious community reps that no drastic changes would be made to the building’s exterior. He promised to maintain the historic façade, matching it with those on either side. Dan liked being the townhouse in the middle, though he hoped for nicer neighbours than the current ones in newly trendified Leslieville, where the money had been flocking of late.


    Grabbing his bag of fries and half-eaten hamburger, he stepped out of the car. He approached the house as though it were a nervous horse, touching the brick with his fingertips and feeling the city’s restless pulse beneath his hands. Home. In his mind, he envisioned living here with Trevor and Ked, meeting the neighbours, learning the ins-and-outs of the community: which market had the best vegetables and fruits, which butcher to go to for the freshest cuts of meat, who the neighbourhood characters were.


    Domesticity was growing on him daily. He couldn’t wait to move in officially with Trevor. It would dispel the unease he felt waiting for their relationship to settle. At present, Trevor travelled back and forth from Toronto to the west coast, where he carried out occasional renovation projects. When the new house was finished, he’d move here for good. A new neighbourhood meant a new beginning, a new corner turned in life. It felt right.


    Dan’s mind went to the dark cloud on his horizon. Coaxing Trevor from his rustic British Columbia villa had been a protracted exercise. A self-proclaimed sociophobe, he’d lived in semi-retirement for the past half-dozen years on Mayne Island, a lesser-known cousin of Salt Springs in the Southern Gulf chains. One of the things Dan had enticed him with was the prospect of running the renovation project. Trevor had accepted, but on a no-promises, no-payment basis. If he stayed, the payment would be to live with Dan. He was unsure if he could fulfil that promise, however. Architectural design had been his occupation at one time, but he’d largely left it behind when he retreated to Mayne Island after the death of his lover. While living the life of a hermit had helped him regain his equilibrium, he wasn’t sure that returning to urban life was on the agenda for him.


    Dan monitored the progress anxiously. From the start, Trevor found Toronto challenging. Too much concrete. Too many buildings swaying overhead and blotting out the sky. Too many people. It was very different from his west coast Pleasantville existence, with its sweeping vistas of snow-capped mountains on one side and the endless ocean on the other. Dan had promised him Toronto wouldn’t be all that different, but who was he fooling?


    Meeting Trevor had transformed Dan’s life. He now woke with a sense of excitement and purpose, a fervour he hadn’t felt in years. Even Ked noticed it. “This guy does something for you, Dad. I hope he stays.”


    “So do I, Ked.”


    And so love came calling. Warm, funny, comfortable, just short of bearing tea and crumpets. A shimmering of light on the edge of the horizon. After all these years, it was looking like the real thing and standing in the shadow of the possible. Dan wasn’t reluctant to accept the feelings, just slow to trust whether he could manage to love and be loved without losing his sense of self.


    Purchasing the new home had taken a leap of faith. After leaving his former employer to work on his own, his reserves had dwindled. The housing market was sluggish; otherwise he’d simply have sold his current house and moved. Instinct told him to wait. While the country’s neighbour to the south was mired in an economic recession, Canada had held its own for the most part, but he couldn’t afford to sell just yet.


    For the past decade, Dan had wanted to leave the city nearly every day. Toronto rubbed him raw in every possible way, but suddenly, ironically, just as he met someone who lived elsewhere he found he wanted to stay. For one thing, Ked needed him here. Ked’s mother also lived in the city. Though she and Dan had never been a couple in the domestic sense — he joked that Ked was the result of his one slip into heterosexuality — their relationship was strong and central to Ked’s life and well-being. In addition, Dan’s best friend, Donny, lived here too. Until Dan met Trevor, that friendship had been the single most important relationship in his life, apart from Kedrick.


    All this went through his mind as he sat on the stoop and finished his burger combo. He tucked the wrappers inside one another and stood, looking up. This was his future. Somehow, he’d intertwined the house’s progress with the success of his new relationship. It was irrational, but the joy he felt on seeing the change was palpable.

    If one went smoothly, then it followed that the other would too.


    A ragged light showed in the east as he parked his car. The streetlamps appeared as pools of blue against the thinning darkness overhead. He entered a silent house. Ralph wagged a tentative greeting from his bed in the kitchen, as if unsure whether to welcome Dan’s late return. Surely there were rules about such things, even for humans?


    Dan emptied his pockets, tossing keys and wallet onto the kitchen table, before running a glass of water. He took the glass into the living room and looked around. It was a welcoming home, one with signs of good taste, even in the dark. The floorboards were worn and the rugs faded, but the overall design said “solid.” It wasn’t exceptional as houses went, but it was a home and a well-loved one. Now he was about to leave it behind. Until this moment he hadn’t thought how that would feel. Funny, he’d wanted to move for years, and now that he was about to do so he felt a sense of regret. It wouldn’t stop him, though.


    Light showed against the floor outside the bedroom. He pushed open the door and peered in. Trevor was sitting up reading by a bedside lamp. His features looked almost translucent, the skin pale with fatigue. His hair was matted from being pressed against the pillow. Dan guessed he’d simply given up fighting to get to sleep.


    “Hi there.”


    Trevor put his book aside. “Welcome back.”


    Dan glanced over at the clock: 4:33 a.m. “Wow, it’s late,” he said, as though it had just occurred to him.


    “Or very early, depending on your point of view,” Trevor replied with a tired smile.


    “I’ve just been to the new house,” Dan said apologetically.


    “How is it? Still there?”


    “Pretty much. Looks good.”


    Trevor waited.


    “I didn’t want to call and chance waking you.”


    “I was up. I was a little worried.”


    “Sorry. It was inconsiderate.” Dan held out his Frosty, melted down to a gelatinous sludge at the bottom.


    Trevor accepted the cup. “A very bad habit, but thanks.”


    He sipped and returned it. Dan emptied it in a single gulp before dropping it into the garbage. He nestled in beside Trevor without taking off his clothes, as though another call might send him running

    off again.


    Trevor ran a finger over his forearm. “Anything to report?”


    Dan hesitated. He didn’t want Trevor worrying he was risking his health or his life. Having already lost one partner, a second who purposely took risks might prove too difficult to bear.


    Dan tried to make light of it. “I broke Rule Number One of surviving in a horror film: Don’t go into a room with the lights off.”


    He gave a brief account of his find, without mentioning the state he’d found the body in. It might or might not make the newspapers over the next few days, but there was no need to force-feed Trevor the gruesome details.


    “Is there more?”


    Dan nodded slightly. “Whoever it was took a swing at me with a pipe, but he missed.”


    Trevor stiffened.


    “I wasn’t hurt,” Dan quickly added.


    “This time.” Panic showed in Trevor’s eyes, the fear of harm coming to someone he loved. The unspoken What if?


    “This time, yes. Next time I’ll be more careful.”


    Trevor shook his head. “You sound like a kid who just missed being hit by a car on his bike. How do you know you’ll be more careful next time?”


    Dan wanted to say that next time he wouldn’t go tramping around the ruins of a burnt-out building without using his flashlight, or even that he wouldn’t go at night, but it was just as likely that he would eventually find himself in some sort of danger. He couldn’t avoid it forever.


    “I know because I’ve got you and Ked to think about. I wouldn’t want to lose you.”


    He reached for Trevor’s hand and pressed it against his lips. Trevor gave him a slight smile: The Bogey Man Averted. For now, at least.


    There was an intertwining of limbs as they sought each other. Before anything could be decided, fatigue took over and desire backed down. After a few minutes of cuddling and stroking, Trevor fell asleep. His grip loosened on Dan’s biceps, the fingers straying across his chest.


    Dan listened to Trevor’s breathing. His mind was still in the grip of images gleaned earlier in the evening,

    pulling him back to the discovery at the slaughterhouse. None of it made sense without knowing why his client had been targeted. Assuming the dead man was Darryl Hillary, of course. He fell asleep with those thoughts in his head and Trevor snoring softly beside him. The alarm woke him three hours later.

  


  
    Three


    The Rue Morgue


    Still wearing his dressing gown, Dan stepped onto the back patio, coffee in one hand and newspaper in the other. The sun was bright; the air hung heavy with humidity. It already felt more like 35 Celsius than the mere 29 degrees the forecasters were predicting. Another hot one.


    The paper carried an update about a sporadic series of garage fires in the city. They’d carried on through the summer. Just when you thought they were over, another popped up. Always garages, always in the middle of the night, but so far no injuries. Someone wanted to give the residents a good scare. Or maybe they simply wanted to add to the city’s growing pains, tossing panic alongside transit confusion and the cacophony of languages as different cultures were set side by side. Let the city go up in flames, Dan thought. There were more pressing issues afoot.


    He sipped from his mug and mulled over the events of the previous evening. The images presented themselves in chilling precision, from leaving his house to finally driving away from the slaughterhouse nearly two hours later, along with everything else that happened

    in between.


    A knock interrupted his reveries. He opened the door to find an eager young courier beaming at him like there was no tomorrow and he loved his job delivering packages to strangers more than anything else on earth. At least there’s one happy person in the world this morning, Dan thought. He signed the electronic pad and looked at the envelope. It was the file he’d ordered on Darryl Hillary.


    He pulled open the tetra-pack and glanced quickly over the contents. It was a thin file. Was that all a man’s life added up to when all was said and done? He set it on the hallway shelf to peruse later, if he still needed to — which he was beginning to doubt — and went back out to the porch.


    He was holding off, but the call had to be made. The hardest part of his job was letting a client know of the death of a loved one. Dan’s task was to locate people who had gone missing, not guarantee them safe passage home, especially if they were already dead before he came looking. He also knew the possibility of death must have occurred to most, if not all of the clients who hired him. There had to be long, dark nights when the knock never came at the door, when the phone failed to ring or the letter didn’t fall into the post box. There had to be empty hours sitting and wondering: What if…? At some point you would have to sit back and ask yourself: Was my missing mother, father, sister, brother, husband, wife or child still out there? It had to occur to them.


    There were plenty of times when Dan wondered how much of what his clients told him was the truth. All of it? Half? Or just the bare minimum they felt he needed to track someone down? What wasn’t he being told by the obese, balding man covered in tattoos

    asking him to find his wife? What was the story behind the anorexic-looking mother wanting him to

    locate her teenage daughter? Often the tales were notably devoid of personal details. Darryl Hillary’s severed ear, for instance. What did it signify? Had Hillary overheard something that cost him his life? Could the missing ear be a warning to future snitches to think twice before opening their mouths? What had he known? On the other hand, it might be the trademark of a gang slaying, a mutilation branding this as the work of a particular group anxious to leave their mark in more ways than one. Then again, the guy was hardly gang member material. His sister had said he was a pothead, but he was also a poet. That didn’t spell anger and violence, unless his poetry turned in the realm of gangster rappers.


    Behind all this, Dan’s greatest fear was that he might inadvertently return someone to a scenario that would lead to further harm on the missing person’s part. What if the reason for running away was to escape abuse? What if restoring someone to his or her family led to suicide or murder? What if, what if, and again what if? These were the questions that haunted him.


    Dan knew he wasn’t the only one with such thoughts weighing heavily on him. Similar doubts clouded the minds of some of the best police officers he’d met and worked with. They lived with the knowledge that locating a missing person in time could mean the difference between life and death. All too often the crucial hours slipped by because of negligence of one sort or another. Paperwork not done in time, messages not forwarded, subtler clues overlooked in favour of more obvious ones that led nowhere. Sometimes an outdated photograph meant a face wouldn’t be recognized immediately. Or it might be the neighbour not questioned soon enough to prevent a twelve-year-old from being suffocated and stuffed into a green garbage bag inside a refrigerator in a rooming house on the street where she’d vanished a week earlier. It was the stuff of nightmares come alive: lions prowling in the streets, tanks rolling down hills into your village. There was always a fear that the one thing overlooked, the simplest effort not made, or the question left unasked meant someone would die or that a killer would escape. That was not far off the truth.


    He’d talked to such cops. “There is no such thing as closure,” they’d told him. “You can dehumanize things on the surface, but not deep down. You want to cut off the feelings, but you can’t.” They talked of vics and perps, not real people. They obsessed over physical details and tried to forget the names and faces, but their own faces marked them as haunted. Dan saw it. “You have to detach yourself,” they told him. “You have to look at things objectively.” But not one ever told him they’d been successful at it.


    These bustling, over-exuberant tough guys and gals were all live-wired inside. Scarred by what they’d seen, their emotions caught in a precarious tightrope over an abyss, they walked and sometimes they fell. Like Constable Brian Lawrie, who left the force ten days after pulling the body of Sharin’ Keenan Morningstar from the refrigerator of a rooming house in the Annex. For him it was “one crime scene too many,” after being struck by how shiny her hair was when he found her stuffed in that garbage bag. Or his partner, Detective Mike Pedley, who followed the trail of her killer for years, always feeling himself just one step behind until he threw himself under the wheels of a subway train at Rosedale Station on an otherwise bright, upbeat sunny day.


    Dan knew the men and women who worked on child murder cases were a breed apart, to use a cliché still deserved in many ways. “It’s the living you have to worry about, not the dead,” they said, if only to convince themselves. They referred to human remains as “trash” in an effort to make it less hurtful. “No offence intended to the deceased,” they said. “We just can’t take it personally.” Dan understood. It was the language they used, but it was slight as far as armour went. He thought about the boy he’d been, the one who grew up tortured because he didn’t know what to feel on hearing of his own mother’s death, hating himself because at four he’d been calculating the advantages he might gain in sympathy from others rather than feeling sorry for her. There was always that particular brand of torture.


    Dan’s other great fear was of making the opposite kind of mistake. Of declaring the wrong person dead or, worse, speaking too soon and declaring the wrong person still alive. His gut instinct told him he’d found Darryl Hillary rather than some other unfortunate as he stared up at the body hanging from a meat hook, but logic told him not to jump to conclusions. In this case it might simply mean delaying the delivery of bad news another day, if bad news it turned out to be. One more day for Darryl Hillary’s sister to live in hope. Was that such a bad thing? Sometimes not seeing was believing. Often, the relatives of victims preferred not to learn the truth, to go on believing their loved one was still in the land of the living even when all the evidence, forensic and otherwise, told a different story.


    He took a last sip of coffee and looked down at his phone, his thumb rolling through the listings till he found the number for Darlene Hillary.


    She picked up on the first ring.


    “Ms. Hillary?”


    “Darlene, yes.”


    “It’s Dan Sharp.”


    He heard a sharp intake of breath. “You found Darryl?”


    “I don’t know yet. That’s why I’m calling.”


    The voice turned hard. “What does that mean?”


    “It means the man I found hasn’t been identified yet.”


    “I don’t understand. Oh, you mean he’s ...”


    Dan felt the weariness overtake him. “A body has been found, but no identification has been made.”


    “He’s dead then.”


    The voice sounded like a sack of wet cement hitting the ground. Dan sensed the instinctive clenching, the withdrawal that occurred when the news was bad. She was remarkably contained.


    “I prefer not to jump to conclusions. We don’t know for sure, so there’s still reason to hope.” He paused to let that sink in. “I was wondering if you would know the name of Darryl’s dentist. I’d like to get his dental records to see if we can rule out the possibility that it is your brother.”


    There was a hesitation. “I’m sorry, I can’t think straight. You want to know Darryl’s dentist’s name?”


    “Yes, if you know it.”


    “I don’t think he had one. Not in Toronto.”


    A total recluse, Dan thought.


    “What about before that? A childhood dentist maybe?”


    “There was a dentist in Timmins. We both went to him. But that was years ago.”


    “The records could still help us.”


    She was suddenly suspicious. “Who is ‘us’?”


    “The Toronto police.” He pulled his dressing gown tighter.


    Another pause. “I don’t know if he’s still alive. The dentist, I mean.”


    “It’s worth a try,” Dan said, shielding his face from the sun with his hand.


    “Just a minute and I’ll see if I can find my old address book.”


    He heard her shuffling off. He sipped his coffee and waited. She returned in less than a minute.


    “I have it here,” she said. “I keep everything.”


    As she relayed the information in a halting voice, Dan wrote down the particulars.


    “I’m sorry I have to ask,” he said, “but you mentioned that Darryl smoked drugs. As far as you know, does your brother have drug debts?”


    “I don’t think he has anything like that. I know he liked to smoke marijuana once in a while, but I don’t think he was mixed up in anything like that.”


    He thanked her and hung up then called directory assistance in Timmins. The operator was unable to locate the dentist in question. She offered to look back several years till she found the name. Not much to do, Dan concluded, accepting her offer to help. The answer came quickly enough: the number had been delisted ten years previously.


    He’d just clapped his cellphone closed when it rang again. He saw the name Hillary on his screen.


    “He has a gold cap,” she declared without preamble. “I just thought of it. It’s on one of the lower front teeth. You can’t really see it much except when he smiles. I hope that helps you.”


    “Yes, it’s a great help,” Dan said, trying to picture the dangling monster smiling at him. It was an eerie thought. Or maybe the gold tooth had been removed along with the left ear. Perhaps it was a psychopathic gold prospector the police should be looking for. “With any luck, it should tell us what we need to know. Thank you very much.”


    He finished his coffee without any further interruptions then went inside to dress.


    


    The Centre of Forensic Sciences on Grosvenor Street was the largest laboratory of its kind in Canada. At any given moment, it employed more than two hundred and fifty personnel. Its slogan was Scientia pro justicia: “Science for justice.” Working neither for the law nor against it, the centre was supposed to be as impartial as death. At any rate, that was its claim.


    Dan closed his eyes and leaned his head against the coolness of a wall. His stomach, no longer grateful for the late-night Wendy’s combo, had been rumbling for the past hour, demanding breakfast while the rest of him just wanted to go back to sleep. In the main-floor bathroom, he rinsed his face with cool water and surveyed the rugged landscape that constituted his features: jagged nose, brooding eyes under dark brows, broad cheekbones, and powerful chin. A red sickle ran from below the right eye up to his temple, arresting the viewer’s gaze before granting permission to go further. It was a lasting gift from his father for coming home from school late when Dan was ten.


    He pulled on the paper towels. At first they refused to give way before giving way far too easily and flooding the floor with brown sheets folded in half. He stooped to pick them up and left them on the counter for the next person who came along, presuming that person wouldn’t be too picky about his drying towels. After all, you never knew where they’d been.


    He came back out and sat in reception. A clock ticked at the far end of the hall. Somnolent, hypnotic, it was a reminder to the living of what no longer existed for the dead arrayed for viewing one floor below. He stared at it, his gaze blanking dully before the numbers registered.


    Time.


    Clock.


    Morning.


    He’d left the slaughterhouse seven hours ago. Three hours before that he’d been passing a quiet night with Trevor and Ked until it got interrupted. Was it not ironic to be sitting in the hallway of the Toronto morgue waiting to meet a corpse after spending the evening watching The Exorcist?


    He stood and paced. Sitting was out of the question if he wanted to stay awake. A green brochure on a magazine stand caught his eye. He scanned the shiny chrome tables on the cover, turned the page and browsed the paragraphs outlining the manufacturer’s specifications for modular mortuaries. He’d never heard of such things.


    Fascinated, he read the jaunty, upbeat descriptions of “stand-alone, self-contained plant rooms” that would prove “ideal for any contemporary disaster situation.” The rooms in the images were pristine. No bodies under sheets, no trails of blood or dismembered limbs lying on the floor. No doctors and nurses running around with worn expressions as the body count from the latest suicide bombing or train wreck piled up, proving just how far from ideal any contemporary disaster situation was likely to be.


    Dan had visited dozens of morgues over his fifteen-year career. Like cemeteries, he found them to be lack-

    lustre places, as opposed to the creepy television portrayals with their atmosphere of incipient doom. Hospitals were far more threatening to his peace of mind.


    He’d once looked up the meaning of “morgue,” intrigued by its similarity to the French mort or “dead.” Surprisingly, the words were unrelated. It meant “to look at solemnly.” Even more surprising were the associated synonyms of condescension, disdain, and pride. An unusual usage, Dan thought as he read on, only to learn that in its original form a morgue was a room in a prison where jailers studied the newly convicted to help identify them in future. It was only later, in the fifteenth century, that the word came to designate a room used for cold storage of bodies.


    Not to be outdone, the ever-colourful Brits came up with their own euphemisms: “Rose Cottage” and “Rainbow Room,” which allowed doctors to discuss such matters freely in front of worried patients.


    In one of the first detective stories, Edgar Allan Poe had written famously of “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” Since then, few had bettered his creative ingenuity. Without realizing it, he’d established a number of crime fiction conventions, including that of the eccentric but brilliant problem solver, an ineffectual police force, and what was to become known as the “locked room mystery.” That single work changed

    the course of literary history, though its author thought

    little of it other than to say he felt its popularity stemmed from being “something in a new key.” Novelty

    or not, it earned him a substantial fee of $56 on publication in 1841, adding a further brick in the wall of Poe’s literary immortality. That, of course, was after a lifetime of financial hardship, but before being murdered at forty and defamed posthumously by his literary executor. Was his reputation as a great writer any consolation to him now?


    Dan settled in for a long wait. Every once in a while someone in a uniform came through the hall and tossed him a sympathetic smile, telling him it would be just another few minutes, before disappearing down the corridor and around a corner that hid the aftermath of who knew what disasters, ideal or otherwise?


    At ten thirty, a technician came by. He did a double take and turned back to Dan.


    “Hey, sexy. Fancy meeting you here.”


    Dan looked up and smiled. “Howard. How are you?”


    “Missing being in your loving arms, but otherwise doing very well. How are things? How is, um — Kedrick?”


    “Good memory. We’re both well, thanks. It’s been a while.”


    “It has, hasn’t it?” A spurt of embarrassment showed on Howard’s face. “Sorry about that last time we were together. I guess I was a little jealous or something.”


    Dan shook his head. “Don’t mention it.”


    “Did the beer stains come out of your jacket?”


    Dan smiled. “Pretty much. So how did you come to be working in the city morgue? Didn’t you use to work in film?”


    Howard made a face. “Precisely. I used to do hair and make-up, but I find this far less stressful.”


    “Are you kidding?”


    Howard gave him a rueful look. “Have you ever worked with actors?”


    “Thankfully, no.”


    Howard checked his clipboard. “Say, you’re not waiting for unit three, are you? The murder vic from the slaughterhouse?”


    Dan nodded, suddenly alert. “That’s me.”


    “Come on down the hall. They’re nearly finished,” Howard told him. “I can probably sneak you in if we’re quiet.”


    “I think you said something like that the last time we saw each other,” Dan said with a wink.


    “Still a cheeky boy.”


    Dan followed him to a set of double doors with a red light blinking overhead. Howard turned the knob and peered through the crack. He waved Dan in after him.


    The body lay on a table, covered by a sheet up to the shoulders, leaving the head exposed. From across the room, Dan could make out the severed ear base, the dried blood turned black and grimy.


    There were three men in the room. The first, clearly

    a morgue attendant, carried a clipboard loosely under his arm. The second was the fleshy cop from the slaughterhouse last night. Probably continuity, Dan decided. He would have stayed with the body until the autopsy was completed to provide a continuity of evidence. In other words, so that no one could sneak in and fiddle about with the remains. Once that was done, the body would be sealed in a bag and left undisturbed till it was released to family. The other officer was new. He was smooth-faced and boyish, almost pretty. He’d have had a hard time in the training academy, Dan thought. Probably needed to prove himself at all times. His longish hair was slicked back Latino-style. Definitely not a regulation haircut.


    Both cops were consulting sheets, making marks as the coroner told them his findings. They were as unlikely a pair as Jack Spratt and his lean-hating wife, the one small-framed and tidy, the other oversized and as unkempt as they came. The lumpy officer looked as though he’d never learned to tuck in his shirttails or iron his trousers. Even his boots were scuffed, the laces loosely tied.


    “We’re almost finished,” said the morgue attendant, glancing over at Dan and Howard. “You can come in.”


    The two cops glanced over with disdain, reminding Dan of the original meaning of the word “morgue.” Toronto cops had a reputation for being arrogant. To a degree it was deserved, but not by all. Dan had heard that small town cops resented them for making them all look bad. He’d met his share of cops. For the most part, he could take or leave them. Many were just ordinary folks off the beat, but some had a hardened attitude, as though they felt hard done by and ready to take it out on anybody who gave them cause. As if somebody had forced them to enter the ranks.


    Apart from his size, the larger cop was nondescript. If he had the nerve for it, he’d probably be successful working undercover. He could take on any disguise with that doughboy face, potbelly, and stooped shoulders. With minimal effort, he might easily be mistaken for a truck driver, construction worker, or even a biker.


    The other barely looked old enough to be a cop.

    He was chewing gum, making loud smacking noises. His small stature emphasized his cocky attitude, as though he needed to make up in presence what he lacked in size. His eyes were green. Envy, zealotry, hard to tell. He had a girl’s nose and pouting lips. His hair, thick and honey-blonde, was the kind that seldom made it to middle age without receding, usually along with a sagging middle.


    The larger cop said something to his partner, who turned to regard Dan with greater interest.


    “You the one that found him?” he threw out.


    “Yes, I am.”


    “Missing persons investigator, I understand?”


    “Correct,” Dan said. He could almost hear him thinking, Wannabe cop.


    The officer turned away as though he couldn’t possibly be of further interest.


    “I have some information that might help identify the victim,” Dan offered.


    Both officers turned to him.


    “What would that be, sir?” asked the larger one.


    “I spoke with my client this morning. The man I’m searching for — Darryl Hillary — has a gold-capped lower incisor.”


    “Well, you’re too late. We already know who this guy is,” replied the younger officer with more than a hint of surliness. “We got his fingerprints on file.”


    Dan was aware of the competitiveness police officers felt around him. He wasn’t a cop, yet he often found himself working in their presumed territory.


    “Might I ask if this is the person I’m searching for then?”


    The blonde cop smirked in a humourless way. “Ask all you want, but it’s none of your business, sir.”


    Dan felt his anger igniting. There was more than one way to say “fuck you” to an arrogant prick who took his authority too seriously. As far as Dan was concerned, cops were just one more form of civil servant. They could stand to be a lot more civil to the taxpayers who hired them.


    He turned to the coroner and held out his hand.


    “Dan Sharp.”


    “Tim Johnson.”


    “Good to meet you, Tim. Did you notice a gold-capped incisor?”


    “Yes, I did.”


    The attendant smiled and turned up the dead man’s lip with a gloved hand. There for all the world to see was the gold cap. Dan got the feeling that Tim was relieved to be talking to someone who didn’t look down on him. He also seemed more than happy to upstage this little martinet.


    Howard stood looking down at the body with its missing ear and badly beaten face.


    “Holy shit!” he exclaimed. “Who did this? It’ll take more than a little lipstick and mascara to make this one presentable.”


    The younger officer eyed him then turned back to his partner. “Fucking queers,” he muttered under his breath.


    “Yeah, we’re everywhere,” Dan said, scowling.


    The cop looked him over, taking note of his boxer’s physique. “You’re kidding me,” he said, with a look of surprise. “You one of them too?”


    “Spare me your hang-ups,” Dan said.


    The cop shook his head in disgust then turned to his partner. He nodded at the corpse. “First this perv and now queers. I think we’re done here.”


    Dan’s ears twigged at the word: perv. What did they know about Hillary that he didn’t?


    Once the officers left, the coroner nodded ruefully. “Not the most pleasant of chaps. They’re not all like that, mind, but some of the younger ones need to be taken down a peg or two.”


    “You’re welcome to try,” Dan said. “I won’t tackle them. They get away with far too much now, from what I hear.”


    Tim smiled. “And by the way, they mentioned the name, so yes, I’m happy to confirm that this is your man. Or perhaps I should say I’m sorry to confirm this is your man, depending on your outlook.”


    He pointed to the form on his clipboard where the name Darryl Hillary was printed next to the line identifying the deceased. They all looked down at the body, as though it might contradict them.


    “Cause of death was strangling,” said the coroner, pointing out purple ligature marks around the neck that Dan hadn’t seen in the darkened slaughterhouse interior.


    “So someone strong then,” Dan noted.


    “I’d say so. Or possibly more than one person. He was killed after being beaten. He was tormented first, quite methodically. I can assure you that considerable pain was inflicted before he died.” He pointed to the face. “He suffered a broken nose and a bashed-in left cheekbone, both probably the result of being hit with a metal pipe or bar of some sort. It would have to have been exceptionally painful. The missing ear may have been sliced off while he was alive.” He looked at Dan. “It’s hard to say. If it was, then he died soon after. Strangling was the coup de grâce. I’d say this man knew he was going to die. And he probably welcomed it.”


    “So cruelty was part of the killer’s intention,” Dan said.


    “Undoubtedly. But as to its purpose, I can’t say. Someone may have been trying to extract information or maybe they just wanted him to suffer.”


    “Was the ear retrieved?”


    “I gather it wasn’t found on the premises, so whoever killed him may be a souvenir collector.”


    “That’s a gruesome thought,” Dan said.


    The coroner nodded. “Howard was correct in saying he’s going to have a hard time making Mr. Hillary presentable for the family.” He looked over at Howard. “But Howard is one of the best. I have absolute faith in his work.”


    The coroner pulled the cover over Darryl Hillary’s chest and face, reducing him to a lump beneath a sheet.


    Dan shook the man’s hand. “Thank you for your time and your candour.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    Howard followed Dan out into the hallway. “Catch a coffee with me?” he asked. “I promise not to throw it at you.”


    Dan smiled. “Why not?”

  


  
    Four


    


    Romeo and Juliet in Love


    Darlene Hillary’s address lay nestled in Dan’s cellphone beneath her home number. Though he dreaded it, Dan knew he had to give her the news as soon as possible. The most humane as well as the most difficult way to convey news of a loved one’s death was to tell the relatives in person. The people who hired him to find their family members pinned a certain amount of hope on him. Usually, that hope was that he would find them alive and well, somehow and somewhere. Of course, the alternative was always an ever-present if unspoken possibility. No one realized this more than Dan. When he had bad news to deliver, most of the clients still expressed gratitude for the knowledge that would allow them to grieve and, when possible, get on with their lives. Some feared or hated him for the pain he brought. A few, however irrational it was, blamed him. No matter how Dan delivered the news, no matter under what circumstances, he felt like a monster.


    He turned right onto the Gardiner Expressway and joined a queue of cars heading west out of the city. Twenty minutes later he reached Etobicoke, one of Toronto’s “postal villages.” This was where Darlene Hillary had lived with her brother. Dan nosed onto Daisy Avenue, a short street north of Lakeshore Boulevard. In this neighbourhood, the houses were minuscule, almost of dollhouse proportions. He found the number and pulled up at the curb. In the front yard, an apple tree offered up small red globes for viewing. Children on bikes screamed at one another and threw balls in a replica of an idyllic existence. The improbable dream that was the promise of suburbia.


    The woman who came to the door was not much larger than a doll herself, but one that had aged badly. Raggedy Anne on the downlow. The planes of her face were hard, the skin dry, suggesting illness or possibly that she’d been living under great strain for some time. The eyes glinted, but not with joy. There was no mirth there, no trust. People who lived with grief or fear long enough ended up wearing it on their faces, Dan knew. A permanently down-turned mouth was one of the signs of a pessimistic personality. Darlene Hillary looked like someone who had long since accepted that life was going to be hard and there was no use bringing it up to management, because Heaven was deaf to all complaints. A bartender would have proved a more sympathetic listener to someone like her.


    “You don’t have to tell me,” she said before he could introduce himself. “The police were here ten minutes ago.”


    Dan took the news in stride, remembering the dismissive Mr. and Mrs. Spratt. He felt both resentful and grateful they’d beat him to it.


    “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, offering the obligatory catchall that cut through the awkwardness of emotion. “I wish I could have done more.”


    She nodded her acceptance of his admission that he’d been unable to find her brother in time, but letting him know there was no blame.


    “If only he hadn’t run. You might’ve been able to protect him.”


    Dan doubted that. “In my experience, people run when they believe the threats against them are real. Did your brother have any enemies?”


    “Not that I knew of.” A rueful shrug. “But then, how much do we really know about other people, even the ones we live with?”


    A philosophical turn of mind then, Dan noted. Apparently she didn’t expect an answer.


    Normally, he would have left it there. He’d offer his condolences and make an exit. But something felt incomplete.


    “Do you mind if I ask a few questions about your brother?”


    He wasn’t entirely sure why he needed to ask her anything. Unfinished business, perhaps. That and a feeling of wanting to do more for a man who’d died an undeservedly cruel and monstrous death.


    Darlene Hillary ushered him into a tiny matchbox of a living room filled with unexceptional furniture. It was, Dan thought, the sort of furniture people bought when they had no idea what they wanted other than to have something to sit on or to invite guests in for a drink and offer them a footstool and a surface to put their glasses on. Dan glanced over a shelf crammed with knick-knacks and framed portraits. He caught a laughing face with a ready smile, limbs over- and under-twined in a row of teenage boys. This was a much younger Darryl Hillary. Not long out of high school, Dan imagined. Exuberant, even hopeful, as he and his pals faced the future and all it might bring. He hadn’t always been friendless, then.


    Darlene brought him his third cup of coffee that morning. He poured cream, stirred it into turbulent clouds and sat back in a worn brown armchair. It was comfortable, at least.


    “Please, go ahead and ask me anything you like,” Darlene said, her gaze fixed on his face.


    “I asked earlier if your brother owed someone a substantial sum of money,” Dan said, thinking of Darryl’s drug habit. He recalled the cop’s comment that Darryl Hillary’s fingerprints had been on file.

    It would have been for some past offence. “I was wondering if anything came to mind since then.”


    “No. I’m pretty sure of that.”


    “Apart from occasional marijuana usage, did he ever indulge in drugs of the harder sort?”


    She shook her head. “If he did, he didn’t tell me. I’d find it hard to believe, in any case. He wasn’t really an extremist in that way.”


    Dan nodded. What he found hard to believe was that her brother had received death threats because he smoked marijuana. Thousands of ordinary Canadians had been busted for possession of cannabis and worse. Dan doubted any of them had been threatened with death because of it. In any case, the crime was long overdue for a scrubbing off the books, and probably would have been but for the righteous heave-ho of so-called moralists to the south, whose policies overarched and affected Canada’s own far more than most Canadians liked to acknowledge. But other than his predilection for an adolescent indulgence, Darryl Hillary seemed to have had little contact with the outside world.


    Dan recalled Darlene’s voice on the phone the first time they spoke. She’d sounded frantic. Instinct told him there had to be something else.


    “The threatening calls you mentioned — did you overhear any of them? Do you have any idea what your brother was being threatened over? What he might have been running from?”


    She looked resigned. “I didn’t overhear anything directly. He said it was about his past. About … about the time he’d spent in prison.”


    Dan’s eyebrows shot up. She’d lied to him. This was the first he’d heard anything about prison. Too late, he thought of the ardent courier and the file he’d left unread on the shelf in the hallway.


    “For marijuana possession?”


    “No.” It was a whisper.


    Dan waited.


    She looked up. A sigh escaped her. “The charge was ‘corruption of a minor.’”


    Bells were clanging as Dan flashed back to one of the cop’s referring to Darryl as a “perv.”


    “Your brother was convicted of having sex with an underage partner?”


    She nodded. “That was a long time ago.”


    Dan looked over at the younger Darryl’s photo-

    graph again. His ready smile now seemed to be a warning against over-optimism about everything life held in store for you.


    “Please don’t judge us,” Darlene said.


    “I won’t. Can you tell me about it?”


    Her fingers played with the nubbly fabric on the arm of the chair while she filled in the gaps in her story. She and Darryl were ten years apart in age, so she often felt more like a mother than an older sister. They’d grown up together in Northern Ontario. A poor existence, but not an unbearable one, she told him, like so much stage dressing for the story to come. The parents had been religious but the kids maintained their sanity despite their father’s constant preaching and his dire warnings of an impending apocalypse that he seemed to welcome and felt his children should as well. It hadn’t kept his son away from temptation, however. After his conviction, Darryl spent two years in prison. Following his release, he and Darlene moved to Toronto, hoping he’d be more anonymous in a larger urban centre. He’d stayed within the bounds of his parole and hadn’t strayed from the court order forbidding contact with his former victim. The girl, fourteen at the time, would now be twenty-five. Darryl had been thirty when he died.


    Sometime over the last year, Darlene said, her brother had been targeted by hate mail and death threats. When pressed, he’d admitted that it was in connection with “the old business.”


    “He hid it from me for some time,” Darlene said. “But eventually he had to tell me. I’m just not sure how long it was going on.”


    “How did you find out about it?” Dan asked.


    “Darryl’s behaviour changed drastically. He was afraid of going outside. He even stopped sitting out back in the garden. Until the letters and calls came, he spent most of his time out there, even in the winter. He loved the garden. It was his place of refuge. Then suddenly he just stopped. He used to peer through the curtains when he had to go out for anything. I could tell something was up.”


    “And he believed the threats were real?”


    She nodded. “How did these people even find him?” she asked, wiping away a stray tear. “The property was in my name. The address shouldn’t have been listed in connection with him.”


    “They have their ways,” Dan said. “Your brother would likely have been listed on the Sex Offenders Registry.”


    Darlene shook her head at the suggestion. “He shouldn’t have been on it any more.”


    Under the new rules, Darryl’s lawyers had applied to have his name and record removed, citing his case as an unlikely repeat offender. As far as anyone knew he had been taken off the list, but sometime over the last year her brother had been targeted by hate mail and death threats referring to his conviction.


    “You said the girl was fourteen at the time?”


    She nodded.


    “Making your brother nineteen.”


    Brown eyes turned to him. “Not a very mature nineteen, not that it makes much difference.” She looked away. “I’m not making excuses for him.”


    Dan nodded. “Their ages weren’t that far apart. Am I right in thinking she was Darryl’s girlfriend?”


    Darlene nodded. “They were quite serious about each other. It wasn’t just a casual thing for them. He once told me they planned to be married when she turned sixteen.” She looked off wistfully. “You never saw two

    people so in love. He was devoted to her and she to him.”


    “The problem is they were more than four years apart in age,” Dan said. “So what is called a ‘Romeo and Juliet’ clause would not have helped out here. Even if they declared themselves in a serious relationship, he would still be perceived by the court as an older aggressor.”


    She shrugged. “That’s more or less what happened. Just before his trial, another young girl was raped and murdered by her older boyfriend. It was in all the papers. It didn’t help Darryl one bit either.”


    “No, I’m sure it didn’t.” Dan thought for a moment. “If you don’t mind, can you tell me how your brother ended up being charged?”


    A spasm of anger crossed Darlene’s face. “Our father turned him in. He caught them together one afternoon.”


    Leaving a trail of broken hearts and broken lives, Dan thought. He put down his cup and waited a moment. “Do you want me to come with you to the morgue?”


    She shook her head. Finally, the tears started.


    “Thank you, but no. They said I couldn’t see him yet. It won’t be for another day at least.”


    Dan thought of Darryl’s badly beaten face, the severed ear. He had a flash of the body hanging overhead, like a hideous goblin in a child’s horror story. He thought of the blood dripping onto his face as he lay on the floor after being swiped at with the pipe. It was common for the police to prevent the next of kin from seeing a badly damaged corpse. He wondered how much to tell her.


    “They’re probably trying to make sure he looks presentable before you see him. You don’t want your last image of him to upset you.”


    She was watching him closely. “He must have been badly beaten.”


    Dan reached out a hand and put it on her shoulder. “I’m very sorry, Darlene.”


    She nodded, blubbering and unable to speak for almost a minute. Then the fury died out and she looked up again.


    “I wish I’d told you about his past earlier,” she said. “He never wanted anyone to know. He made me promise never to tell anyone.”


    Dan shook his head. “Believe me, it wouldn’t have made any difference. I put out a number of calls, but my sources found where your brother was staying too late. I don’t see how we could have found him any earlier, even if we’d known more about him. He was just too well hidden.”


    She nodded in recognition of his generosity in saying this. Even if she believed him, it wouldn’t help her live with herself.


    “Not well enough, I guess.”


    Dan hesitated, but he needed to ask. “Is it possible your brother might have had contact with his former girlfriend since his release from prison?”


    Her eyes shifted. For a moment he saw her as a younger woman, watching her brother’s life fall apart in a court of law for something she’d known but done nothing about.


    “If he did, he didn’t tell me about it. I doubt Darryl even knew where to find her. The girl’s father moved the family away right after the trial.”


    Dan looked at this short, thin woman with the worn face. In another few years, he might pass her on the street and not recognize her. She was so unexceptional looking that he likely wouldn’t take a second glance. She’d disappear into the crowd and lose herself forever. Just one more lost soul with a burden too huge to bear.


    She walked him to the door. Dan stood on the porch, ready to leave her to mourn privately. He felt her hand on his arm.


    “Wait, please.”


    He turned back to her.


    Her dark eyes stared at him. “Will you help find this monster? Whoever killed Darryl?”


    “I’ll do whatever I can to help, but I’m not a cop.”


    “No. But you’re a good man. I can see that. That’s why I know you will help.” She let go of his arm, but her eyes held him. “Please?”


    He nodded. “I’ll do what I can.”


    He knew he shouldn’t have promised. His mind was already on the other files on his desk upstairs in the calm study, the living who still needed him. His interest wasn’t in the dead, however sad their story.


    Dan got in his car. He glanced in the mirror, watching the house move away in reverse. All he saw was a beige bungalow, as small and unexceptional as its owner.


    Darryl Hillary’s savaged features stayed with him all the way back to town, racing toward the cityscape with its sweeping waterfront high rises, the Rogers sports dome, the CN Tower dominating everything. He wondered if Darryl had begged for his life in his final moments and whether the killer had enjoyed watching him grovel in the ash-filled slaughterhouse. The location was as gruesome and ironic a place for a death as any he could imagine. It was in keeping with the cruel imagery of nursery rhymes and fairy tales: hideous witches, vicious wolves, poisoned apples, haunted castles, and all the terrible things lurking in the shadows and waiting for disobedient children.


    What had gone through Darryl’s mind when he learned his father had turned him in to the authorities for having sex with his underage girlfriend? Laws were meant to protect the weak and the unwilling. By the sounds of it, the girlfriend had been more than willing. Where was the crime in two people wanting pleasure from each other, even if one was younger than the law deemed acceptable? The real crime lay beneath a sheet in the Toronto morgue — a man beaten to death because he’d loved someone younger than himself.


    Dan had wanted to ask Darlene if their father was still alive, but he stopped himself. What would the old man think now of his handiwork? Would he be pleased to know his son had had a final comeuppance for his youthful recklessness? How much in love did you have to be for it to be all right to have sex with someone younger? Darryl’s sister had said the girlfriend hadn’t been allowed to speak in Darryl’s defence during the trial. The law dealt with technicalities, but it couldn’t measure human emotion. Or the urge for revenge. But that was getting ahead of things a bit, assuming Darryl’s death had anything to do with his criminal record.


    He turned off the Gardiner and headed for home. Dan doubted there was much he could do for Darlene or Darryl at this point. He had his contacts and he could ask around to see if anyone knew anything, but the case was now in the hands of the police. Any overt activity on Dan’s part could be construed as unlawful interference. That was a problem Dan didn’t need or want.


    What remained was to go back to the sort of humdrum tedium that marked most of his cases. He thought of the numerous Internet bookmarks he’d amassed over the past few years. The Help Us Find websites listing absconding debtors and child support payment defaulters. Much of it was dreary work and he detested it, but it was what he did best.


    At four o’clock, he headed over to the downtown YMCA. He parked and waited for his son to emerge from his basketball game. Dan stayed in the car. The heat outside had swelled unbearably. Ked wasn’t a great player, but he was dedicated and made up for his lack of skill in enthusiasm. He was one of the few kids Dan knew who played for the love of the sport, not out of any sort of bloodlust and competitive instinct. When he finally appeared, Dan was surprised to see a blonde girl hanging onto his arm as he came down the steps. Her hold was friendly, not possessive. Still, she could be twelve or thirteen, where Ked was about to turn fifteen in a month. What happened once he was sixteen and she was only thirteen?


    Dan waited and watched. The pair exchanged a few words then the girl laughed and ran off to join two other girls by the bike rack. Ked waved at them and turned to look for his father’s car.


    As far as Dan knew, Ked hadn’t started dating, but they’d had several talks about the topic. The previous month, Ked had surprised him by being forthright on the topic of his own sexuality.


    “Would you be disappointed if I turned out to be straight?” he asked.


    It was all Dan could do not to laugh. He mustered a serious expression before answering. “Not at all,” he said. “I’m counting on you to give me grandchildren to look after me in my dotage.”


    He hadn’t even thought of the possibility, but now that he said it he liked the thought of a continuance of his line.


    “Seriously, Dad?”


    Dan nodded. “Seriously. I just hope you’re not disappointed that your father is gay.”


    Ked looked dismayed. “No, Dad. I don’t care about that. I love you for whatever you are.”


    “And the same holds true for me. You wouldn’t disappoint me by being yourself. In fact, I expect you to do just that.”


    Ked had seemed satisfied with that answer.


    He ran over to the car now. Dan popped the lock and his son got in, looking relaxed and tanned. Just another handsome fourteen-year-old, happy to be alive and living in a land where certain freedoms were a given.


    “Good game?” Dan asked.


    “Awesome!” Ked said.


    Fifteen minutes later, they were outside Ked’s mother’s house in the Annex. Dan gazed over the yard. Kendra eschewed flowers as being too fussy, but she had a neatly maintained lawn. Wide-leafed vines climbed the red brick, massing around the chimney. It always amazed Dan to think the mother of his child lived here, a woman who under other circumstances or in different times would have been his wife. They’d barely dated — nothing more than a casual affair in his second year at university.

    That little courtship had come about as a result of Dan’s having a crush on her older brother. It was Arman who Dan had fantasized sleeping with. When Kendra showed up, she intrigued him enough to let her seduce him once.


    She waved from the window. She’d been watching for Ked’s arrival. Dan waved back.


    “Say a big ‘hello’ to your mother for me.”


    “I will. You and Trevor are going to Uncle Donny’s tonight for supper, right?”


    “Right.”


    “Say ‘hi’ to Uncle Donny for me. Tell him to tell Lester he owes me a movie pass when he gets back.”


    Dan looked over. “Gets back from where?”


    The look on Ked’s face was priceless. He suddenly seemed to realize he’d said something he shouldn’t have.


    “Oh, that. Never mind. Maybe Uncle Donny will tell you.”


    He slipped out and closed the door with a quick wave.


    Dan reversed the car and drove off. He checked his phone messages. Trevor had picked up “something special” for their evening out. Despite his misgivings about city living, Trevor seemed to be adapting to Dan’s life fairly well. He’d charmed nearly everyone Dan introduced him to. He knew their favourite drinks, their favourite flowers. He had the right touch. Then again, Dan realized he shouldn’t be surprised — the magic had worked on him from the start.


    He left a message for Trevor to say he’d be by to pick him up. Donny had called as well. His message promised a “surprise guest” at dinner that evening but gave no clue who it might be. Dan drove on, intrigued.

  


  
    Five


    Molly Wood’s Bush


    Church Street runs through the heart of Toronto’s gay community. Bounded by Jarvis on the east and Yonge to the west, with College at the south end and Bloor at its upper reaches, the gaybourhood contains four square city blocks of Prideful Living. The area was known as a cruising spot as far back as the early 1800s. Then it was owned by one Alexander Wood, merchant and magistrate, whose sexual proclivities landed him in hot water. Acting on behalf of an anonymous rape victim, Wood demanded to examine the genitals of several local men while in search of a supposed scratch the woman had imparted to her attacker. Some took exception to Wood’s meticulous scrutiny of their privates, however, and griping gave way to suspicion. Eventually, it was alleged that Wood had invented the rape story to gain access to the men’s particulars. He was nicknamed “Molly” and his estate dubbed Molly Wood’s Bush. Nearly two centuries later, it was officially proclaimed Toronto’s gay neighbourhood.


    That night the heat wave was in full swing. The evening sun lit up the cafés where patrons were draped over patio chairs, limp as melted candles, waiting for a night in the ghetto to begin. Heads swivelled to regard the passing traffic before turning leisurely back to deliver the next bon mot to their companions. Here life was fun, relaxed. With a little luck and the price of a beer or six, no one needed to be alone for long.


    It was just past eight when Dan and Trevor arrived at the Jarvis Street condo. Donny met them in the foyer dressed in impeccable summer wear: cool linens, muted colours set against deep earth tones. Donny was African-Canadian haute couture.


    He brought them upstairs and ushered them inside. Cool air enveloped them as they entered the apartment. Soft jazz burbled in the background. It was something Dan thought he recognized, but couldn’t name. A new piece of art adorned the hallway, frenzied colours merging in anarchic intensity, but with no discernible subject matter. Donny’s zeitgeist, Dan knew, was 1950s New York, with its reams of Abstract Expressionist painters and the glory days of cool East Coast jazz. (“Before it made the mistake of going west,” Donny always reminded him.) A golden glow met their eyes, emitted by dozens of candles, each smokeless and dripless, according to their host’s exacting standards.


    “Welcome to Casa delle Candele,” he intoned with a bow.


    Dan presented him with a bottle of Chartreuse. Donny took it with an expression of admiration and disbelief. He turned to Trevor.


    “I’m sure I have your civilizing influence to thank for this. Before meeting you, the only thing he ever brought over was a two-four of beer and an occasional litre of Scotch when things weren’t going so well. So, to you, I say a heartfelt thank-you.”


    “You’re most welcome,” Trevor replied.


    Dan shook his head. “We can’t all afford your standards,” he said. “But just this once.”


    He looked past Donny’s shoulder into the condo.


    “I’m dying to know who the mystery guest is.” He lowered his voice. “I hope it’s not some old trick of yours.”


    Donny smiled mysteriously. “Speak friend and enter.”


    He led them down the hallway to the sitting room, where a woman bedecked in a sequined pantsuit and feather boa sat waiting. Her skin was burnished bronze, her lips pomegranate red and her hair a white Amazonian flag thrust straight up. On seeing Dan,

    she smiled and stood.


    “Hello, Daniel.” The voice was throaty, warm.


    Dan’s mouth fell open in a clichéd expression of surprise.


    “Domingo Rhodes,” he managed at last.


    “You haven’t forgotten.”


    “No, of course not.” Dan turned apologetically to Trevor. “Domingo, this is my partner, Trevor James.”


    “Delighted.” Domingo took Trevor’s hand and held it, gazing coolly into his eyes.


    “A pleasure to meet you, Domingo,” Trevor said, sensing heightened emotion in the room but not recognizing the reason for it.


    “Domingo’s an old friend,” Dan said after a moment.


    “And former neighbour,” she added with a laugh, finally releasing Trevor’s hand. “We go back a long way. Way before your time.” She glanced up at Donny. “Or his.”


    “Always proprietary,” Donny chided. “Have a seat.” He turned to Trevor. “What’ll you have? Domingo’s drinking a crantini. I’ve also got lychee and mango, if that’s of interest. Gin or vodka. Otherwise, there are the usual pernicious concoctions.”


    “Summertime and the living’s fine,” Trevor said. “I’ll try a lychee martini. Gin, please.”


    “Excellent,” Donny replied, before turning to Dan. “Et pour monsieur?”


    Dan’s mouth twitched but nothing came out.


    Donny rolled his eyes. “Right — you’ll have a beer, as per usual. I’ll see what I’ve got in the back of my fridge.”


    He left the room.


    Domingo looked at Dan, sizing him up in a series of visual snapshots. “It’s been a long time, Dan. It’s really good to see you again.”


    “And you,” Dan said, hoping he didn’t sound as stilted as he felt. “It must be what … four, five years since you moved?”


    “More than that. We last celebrated Ked’s eighth birthday together.”


    “Seven, then. He turns fifteen next month.”


    “There you are then.” Domingo’s eyes sparkled, as though everything were a source of merriment for her.


    “Are you still with…?”


    “Adele, yes. We’re still together. It’ll be twenty years next summer.”


    “Congratulations. And the hair looks terrific, by the way,” Dan added, gazing at her white ruff. “When did you start dyeing it?”


    Domingo gave him a wistful smile. “Not dyed, but thanks anyway. It’s the chemo, hon. It grew back like this.”


    Dan made a little noise of helpless acknowledgment. “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I hadn’t heard.”


    “It’s all right. I didn’t tell anyone.”


    Donny returned with Trevor’s martini and a beer bottle with a napkin tied deftly around its neck for Dan.


    He picked up his own glass, raising it to the room with a nod. “To friends, old and new!”


    


    Dinner was going well. The flames wavered and glowed brighter as evening came on. Donny leapt up from time to time to check on something or stir a pot, managing to perform both chef and host duties to perfection. A bocconcini and basil salad followed the gnochetti in brodo, a light, flavourful soup. They’d just started in on the risotto ai funghi — it was a decidedly Italian-themed evening — when Domingo asked about Lester.


    “He’s gone home,” Donny said, matter-of-factly, though the forlorn look on his face told another side of the story.


    Dan suddenly flashed back to Ked’s comment. He sat up in his chair. “Wait a minute. By ‘home’ do you mean he went back to his family in Oshawa?”


    “Yes, he left yesterday. I haven’t told anyone yet.” He turned to Domingo. “I keep secrets too.”


    Dan was floored by the news. “How did this

    happen? Because this” — he looked around him — “this is his real home. I thought he knew that by now.”


    Donny shrugged, avoiding eye contact with the others around the table. He would not betray his real feelings.


    “Lester knows he’s always welcome here, but he’s turning sixteen next month and he misses his mother. Cow that she is.”


    “Children always miss their mothers,” Domingo said sympathetically. “No matter who else we have in our lives, no matter how fortunate and blessed we may be, we have just one birth mother, and it’s important to get that relationship right.”


    Donny’s eyes flickered. “Lester said something like that, only not quite so articulately. It turns out he phoned her on Mother’s Day. They’ve been in touch every other week.” He shrugged. “He misses her and wants to reconnect. It’s as simple as that.”


    “Are you saying he’s gone back to live with them for good?” Dan asked, still struggling with the news.


    Donny twirled his glass, looked away. “I am. He has.”


    “What about the stepfather?” Dan asked. “Won’t he be a problem?”


    Donny sighed and set the glass down. He gestured helplessly, as though to say there was nothing he could do. “I have no doubt you’re right,” he said, “but it’s not up to me.”


    Dan recalled the garishly dressed, crudely spoken couple he’d met the previous year while working on a missing persons case involving a young man named Richard Philips. He hadn’t been at all impressed with the mother or stepfather, but the real dilemma came when he located the fifteen-year-old, rechristened Lester and working in the city’s porn industry with falsified ID. Dan was forced to choose between returning him to what was surely a terrifying and destructive life for a young gay man and finding a better place for him. Donny had stepped in to fill the breach, offering Lester temporary sanctuary, but ended up taking him in as a surrogate son, albeit covertly. The law was not on the side of runaways and their keepers, however well-meaning.


    Dan looked at Donny. “What will he say about where he’s been living for the past year? Aren’t you afraid this might bring a lot of trouble for you?”


    Donny shook his head. “He told her he’s been living with friends, but he kept it vague. It could have legal ramifications for me for helping him hide, but on the other hand I know the kid well enough by now. He’s not going to give them my name or address. He’s anxious to get back to school and not miss another year. He knows he’s falling behind. And in another month he’ll be legal, so he can return here any time to visit.”


    “Your tutoring is probably far more valuable than anything he’ll learn in high school,” Dan snorted.


    “Well, yes, I agree that everyone should know about Lennie Tristano and the history of jazz, but it’s not exactly going to guarantee him a job when all is said and done, is it?”


    Dan put down his drink. “I don’t like it,” he said. “I met those people. They were horrible. As much as I might feel for a mother and child who’ve been separated, it was doing him no good to be living with them. That stepfather was a homophobic monster. The way he talked about Lester made me cringe and I hadn’t even met the boy then.”


    “I know, I know,” Donny said. “I don’t like it either, but I have no choice.”


    Trevor spoke up. “Maybe once he turns sixteen he can mention you. It might help his case with the parents if they know he has you standing behind him.”


    “Probably not,” Donny said. “The truth is, they’re having a hard enough time dealing with the fact their kid is gay. He’s not going to back down on that one. I doubt it would improve matters by telling them he’s been living with a ‘person of colour.’”


    Dan turned to Domingo. “What do you think?”


    “I’ve met Lester a few times. He’s a very nice boy. But like any kid, he has to make his own mistakes. Live and learn.”


    “That’s right,” Donny said. “I won’t be the surrogate dad who kept him apart from his blood family. But as far as I’m concerned, I’m his chosen family. I told him he’s welcome back here any time, even if it’s just for a weekend stay-over.”


    They sat there silently contemplating this.


    Donny stood. “Time for dessert,” he said, heading for the kitchen.


    “Seems kind of hard,” Trevor ventured when Donny had gone. “Donny’s looked after the boy for a year and now he just wants to leave.”


    “It’s ingratitude,” Dan said, colouring. “I don’t like it.”


    Domingo looked at him sympathetically. “It’s not ingratitude, Dan. It’s a fifteen-year-old boy wanting to be a part of his family before it’s too late. Don’t judge him for it. Time will tell if it’s the right thing or not.”


    Trevor put a hand on Dan’s. “In any case, Donny has been both generous and courageous in having Lester here with him this past year. Let’s hope it works out for the best.”


    “Oh, it will,” Donny said, flouncing back into the room with a tray of tiramisu. “Anyway, that’s me — social issues galore. But having that boy here has given me a new lease on life. No regrets — and I have you to thank for it, of course,” he said, looking at Dan. “Anyway, I’d rather not talk about it any more, if you don’t mind.”


    Domingo excused herself to use the bathroom. When she was gone, Dan turned and hissed at Donny. “What is she doing here?”


    Donny gave him a baleful look. “She called me up last week and said she wanted to get in touch with you. I thought it was time you two talked, so I offered her your phone number. Then I remembered you were coming over this evening, so I invited her to join us. And here you both are.”


    Dan shook his head. “I didn’t even know you’d kept in touch with her.”


    “I’ve kept in touch with all your cast-offs.” He affected a mock-shiver. “There were so many of them I thought at one point I’d have to open a shelter.”


    Trevor grinned but turned away so Dan wouldn’t see.


    “There’s nothing for you to worry about,” Donny told Trevor. “You’re one of the few he’s met who were worth keeping. Apart from moi, of course.”


    Domingo returned. Donny refreshed everyone’s drink.


    Trevor looked over at Donny. “Dan said you’d started a new job.”


    Donny’s face lit up. “Yes! You are looking at the official buyer for Mondo Beautique. It’s a very upscale specialty chain where they purposely price things higher than necessary to discourage non-exclusive clientele.

    I fit right in.”


    Glasses were raised all around the table.


    “Are you still in the private investigation business?” Domingo asked Dan.


    “More or less. I’ve been on my own for the past year, though. It’s been tough.”


    Donny looked over. “But not so tough that he would ever reconsider the offer to go back to his old firm.”


    Dan shook his head. “It was time for me to get out. As for the sort of cases I’m handling now, you don’t want to know.”


    “Why is that?” Domingo asked.


    Dan shrugged. “It’s mostly a lot of chasing down child support evaders.”


    Trevor shot Dan a look to say he was being needlessly disingenuous, but he was not going to spill his secrets for him.


    Donny caught the look passing between them. “Tell,” he said. “You are doing something besides chasing deadbeats. What is it now? Chimney sweep? Rat catcher?”


    “Nothing so innocuous,” Dan said. “In fact, the opposite.”


    He told them briefly about his unsuccessful attempt at tracking down Darryl Hillary.


    “He was sent to jail eleven years ago for dating a fourteen-year-old girl. He was nineteen at the time. They were serious about each other, apparently, till his father turned him in for statutory rape. He ended up doing two years in jail.”


    “And now he’s dead,” Domingo said.


    Donny shook his head. “Seems a bit harsh when you consider Michael Jackson dated a fourteen-year-old boy and didn’t do any time at all. But maybe boys don’t count.”


    “I agree with you,” Domingo said. “It’s reverse discrimination. Had it been a fourteen-year-old girl sitting on Jackson’s lap, he would have ended up in jail on charges sooner. But because boys are supposed to be tougher than girls, people weren’t freaking out as much, especially not in the arts community, where homosexuality is taken as a matter of course.”


    “It’s true,” Dan said. “But the issue here is whether it’s immoral for two people who want to have sex to do so no matter what their ages.”


    Donny nodded. “I always wonder if Liz Taylor knew. She defended Jackson to the ends of the earth. I can’t believe she’s naïve about such things. All those rumours about child molestation can’t have passed her by.”


    “She’s a smart woman and apparently they’re very close,” Trevor said. “Remember how she went to Singapore to bring him back to the States after the charges were laid?”


    “I think she believed they were in love,” Domingo said. “And that they were entitled to it.”


    The others turned to look at her.


    She shrugged. “After all, the boy was an adolescent, not a child. Jackson might like ’em young, but that doesn’t make him a child molester.”


    “I agree,” Dan said. “I don’t think he’s a child molester. Not in the way we think of it. He was dating a younger man, not unlike what happened to my client and his girlfriend. If it were such a dirty secret, Jackson wouldn’t have dated the boy in public. He even brought him to the music awards. He just misjudged the public’s ability to tolerate such things.”


    Donny nodded. “Jerry Lee Lewis married his thirteen-year-old cousin, for god’s sake!”


    “What did that make him?” Dan asked.


    “A pariah. It pretty much ended his recording career for nearly a decade. He also claims to have been fourteen when he married his first wife, who was seventeen. They just did it young down there.”


    Dan whistled. “Hey! How come you know so much about Lewis? He’s not a jazz artist.”


    Donny raised a finger in warning. “Jerry Lee Lewis is a very cool guy and don’t give me any grief over it.”


    “I was thirteen when I had sex with my first boyfriend,” Domingo said. “He was in his twenties.”


    “It’s an island thing,” Donny said.


    “That’s right.” Domingo smiled. “The women came later.”


    Donny turned to Dan. “How old were you when you first had sex with another man?”


    “Twelve.”


    “And he was older, yes? I seem to recall something you told me about your youthful proclivities.”


    “Yes, he was probably in his thirties.”


    “And was it willing on your part?”


    “Totally. I went after him.”


    “So who does that make a pervert, you or him?”


    Dan shrugged. “Neither, in my estimation. I knew what I wanted and I knew where and how to get it.”


    “Exactly!” Donny exclaimed. “So why should Michael Jackson be treated any differently? Or Darryl Hillary or anyone else? If we lived in Holland, where the age of consent is twelve, none of this would matter.

    Your client’s brother could have been ninety years old, and the worst he’d have to contend with would be societal opinion, which is often harsh, but seldom murderous. Why are we letting the wrong people set these legal parameters?”


    “Well, the law is a set of conventions that changes over time,” Domingo said. “But we shouldn’t underestimate a young person’s sexual urges.”


    “I draw the line at child prostitution, though,” Trevor said.


    “So do I,” Donny agreed. “Money has no conscience. It’s one of the reasons I agreed to rescue Lester when Dan brought him here last year. No kid should be forced to have sex with someone just to avoid his parents. End of story.”


    A moment of silence descended on the room. The conversation had circled back around to its beginning.


    “Come on out here and see my view,” Donny said to Trevor, who took the hint and followed him onto the balcony.


    Dan and Domingo sat in silence for a moment.


    “That poor man,” Domingo said. “Your client, I mean.”


    “Yes, it’s sad,” Dan agreed.


    She looked off in the distance, her eyes misty and diffuse. “It’s not over yet,” she said. “For you, I mean. But you know that already, don’t you?”


    Dan turned slowly to look at her. He shook his head. “No, I don’t know anything like that. He’s dead. What else is there to say? The police may have more questions to ask me, but as far as I’m concerned my part in it is over.”


    She smiled sadly, as though she knew him to be a pathetic liar. “No. It’s got a long way to go and you’re going to get wrapped up in it. You can feel it,” she said then shook her head. “Sorry. I know you hate it when I do this. Let’s not go there.”


    They soon heard Donny and Trevor returning. Domingo stood abruptly.


    “Donny?”


    “Yes, ma’am?”


    “It’s been a great pleasure, as always. Don’t worry about the boy. Sunshine after rain, that sort of thing. He’ll be fine. He’s going to make you very proud of him.” She shook her head as though she’d spoken out of turn.

    She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Never mind my nonsense. I don’t know what I’m saying half the time.” She turned to Dan. “And Daniel, you are still a delight. One of the kind and caring folk who make this world a better place to live. Please — let’s keep in touch. But remember, it’s not over yet. You need to be prepared for it.” Another kiss. “Say a very warm ‘hello’ to Ked for me. I hope he remembers his Auntie Domingo.”


    “I’m sure he does. I’ll tell him you sent greetings.”


    She paused before taking Trevor’s hands, staring into his eyes. “Dear, dear Trevor — thank you for bringing some peace to this man’s heart,” she said, nodding in Dan’s direction. “Please be good to him.”


    Trevor nodded. “I intend to.”


    She smiled ambiguously then turned to Donny. He walked her to the door then returned to the sitting room. For a moment, no one spoke.


    “Well, that was a blast from the past,” Dan said at last. “She still makes the grandest exits this side of Buckingham Palace.”


    “She wanted to see you,” Donny said with a hint of apology in his voice. “I’m sure you’ll forgive me for inviting her in time.”


    Dan smiled slightly. “It’s all right. It was overdue.”


    “She means well,” Donny said, still in apology mode.


    “I know.”


    “Another drink?”


    Dan shook his head. “I’m good.”


    Trevor was looking from one to the other of them. “Will someone please let me in on the secret here?”


    Dan shrugged. “Domingo interferes with things. She used to, anyway.”


    “‘Interferes’?” Donny said ironically.


    “What things?” Trevor asked.


    Donny sighed. “She does this ‘seeing’ thing where she goes off in a sort of trance and says whatever comes into her mind. Sort of like a vision or a prophecy.”


    “It’s creepy,” Dan said.


    Trevor looked at the two of them. “Is it real?”


    “Real?” Donny repeated.


    Trevor nodded. “Does it have validity? The things she says? There was someone on Mayne Island who could do that.”


    Dan just shook his head. “Who cares? It’s creepy and invasive.”


    Donny nodded thoughtfully. “It often has an eerie sort of insight or validity, but not always at the time. More often with hindsight. The problem is — or Dan’s problem with it is — she does it without being asked. She just holds your hand and looks into your eyes and lets fly.”


    Trevor turned to Dan. “Is that what she meant when she said ‘it’s not over yet’?”


    Dan made an irritated noise. “Who knows? It just bugs me when she does it.” He turned and went out onto the balcony.


    Donny looked at Trevor. “The man doesn’t like it. What can I say?”


    Trevor smiled. “It’s okay. I’ve seen his stubborn side. What do you think?”


    Donny smirked. “About Domingo? I think that there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than you can shake a damned stick at, so why get uptight about it?”


    Trevor laughed. “I’m with you there!”


    Dan returned to the room. “Want some help with cleaning up before we get out of your hair?”


    Donny looked at him. “You’re not in my hair, and no, I don’t require any help. I have a built-in dishwasher and a robot for a vacuum cleaner. And I’m not referring to the boy, who always did a little bit of tidying here and there, but thank you for the offer. And thanks again for the Chartreuse. Now that you no longer drink twelve beer at a gulp, I can handle what you leave behind for me to tidy up.”


    Donny went down to the lobby, leaving them where he’d met them three hours earlier.

  


  
    Six


    Heat


    The night felt as though it might combust. The coolness of Donny’s condo was just a memory. Each breath seemed a chore as they stepped into the car. Neither of them spoke till Dan flipped on the AC full blast and they sat back, shocked into inertia. Five minutes later they were heading east over the Don Valley, mulling over the news that Lester had left Donny and gone back to his family.


    “There was more to it than that,” Trevor said, looking down at the black glass of the river beneath them. “He told me about it when we went out onto the balcony together. He said he didn’t want to bring it up in front of Domingo.”


    Dan turned to look, curious that Donny would have confided in Trevor. “Bring what up?”


    “Donny thinks Lester got scared and decided he needed to get out of town.”


    “Scared of what?”


    “Apparently he ran into someone from his past. A man he used to live with who abused him.”


    Dan thought this over for a moment. “I knew about the man. Donny never told me Lester had seen him since then.”


    They passed through Chinatown East, with its reams of fruit and vegetable stands over-ripening in the heat. Red and yellow lights winked and flashed, giving the impression the city was on fire. Pedestrians plodded with leaden footsteps, as though enduring a stronger gravity field than normal. No one was oblivious to the temperature.


    “Lester didn’t mention it till last week,” Trevor told him. “That’s when he decided to leave. Donny wants to talk to you about it when he can speak to you in private.”


    Dan mulled this over. Obviously it hadn’t been a total secret, or Ked wouldn’t have known about it. He wondered what explanation Lester had given Ked for wanting to return to his family.


    They passed on into the heart of Leslieville. An overhang of branches held sway as the car turned onto their street and edged up to the house. A whiff of smoke hung in the air when they got out of the car. Dan thought of the garage arsonist and looked around. Nothing. Probably just a backyard fire burning somewhere.


    They turned to the darkened house. A blast of stale heat hit them as they opened the door. The interior carried an air of quiet torpor. Ked’s hoodie lay draped over the banister, as though he’d returned while they were out. Even in the heat, he was seldom without it. He must have forgotten to take it when he left for his game earlier, Dan thought.


    Ralph thumped a greeting with his tail. Too hot to move, he was nonetheless alert for the possibility of a walk. Since Trevor’s arrival, Ralph’s behaviour had improved noticeably. His longstanding disagreements with Dan had diminished: fewer accidents on the front hall carpet, fewer items of clothing destroyed when he got frustrated at the long wait between walks.


    “How’s my favourite puppy?” Trevor intoned, giving Ralph a quick rub behind the ears.


    “Is that how you get him to behave?” Dan asked.


    “That and the occasional treat. Bribery and flattery work for most humans, so why not dogs?”


    Everyone needed love, it seemed.


    “Why not indeed?” Dan echoed, heading for the hall phone.


    The first message was a goodnight call from Ked at his mother’s house. His words were touching. “I miss you guys already,” he said. His voice lowered confidentially. “But I’m not telling Mom that. Give Ralph a scratch behind the ears for me.”


    Done, Dan thought, bemused as the message ended and another began. The next voice was strange to his ears — curt, metallic. It sounded as though a very officious robot were talking.


    “This is a message for Mr. Dan Sharp. Mr. Sharp, sir, this is Detective Karl Danes of the Toronto Police, 11 Division. We met last night at the North York Pork Slaughterhouse.”


    Dan pictured the fleshy police officer. The man’s name had been something like Danes.


    The voice continued. “Sir, something further has come to light in this regard and I would appreciate an hour or so of your time. If you could call the following number, day or night, and let me know when it would be convenient to meet with you, I would greatly appreciate it. My number is …”


    Dan switched off the message. “Domingo,” he said.


    Trevor had followed him into the hall. He looked over.


    Dan shook his head. “‘It’s not over yet.’ She actually said that less than an hour ago.”


    Trevor watched Dan’s face. “You don’t sound surprised. Did you know you were going to get this message?”


    Dan gave him an aggrieved look. “No. I didn’t know anything about it. How could I? Anyway, what does ‘not over yet’ mean? Lots of things are not over. Darryl Hillary still needs to be accounted for, for one thing. His life may be over, but his story isn’t finished till they catch his killer. Why is that significant?”


    Trevor gave him a small smile. “I’m not trying to convince you of anything.”


    “I know.”


    Dan leaned in and kissed him. “Sorry, I don’t mean to gripe at you. Thank you for understanding me better than I understand myself sometimes.”


    Trevor laughed. “Ah, there’s the rub! It’s not that I understand you better; it’s just that I’m not in denial about who you are.”


    Ralph came over and gave Trevor an appealing look.


    “I’ll walk Ralph while you phone the good detective back. Then afterward let’s share some body heat and say dirty things to one another.”


    “Deal.”


    


    They hadn’t intended to have sex in that heat, but once they started it was too hard to stop. No sleeping till this is over, Dan told himself. He was surprised by the immediacy of his need, both physically and emotionally. His hunger for Trevor was ravenous, as though nothing could contain or hold it back. Some days he felt as if it would expand until he burst. His life was suddenly, unexpectedly beginning to make sense, a defining force bringing coherence to chaos.


    Dan watched their bodies in the dresser mirror, his own hard and compact with a layering of hair, twinned against Trevor’s smaller, smoother boyish frame. He felt like a twenty-year-old in lust again. The passion was real. They both felt it. Their desire kept them grappling over one another despite the sweat and the temperature inside, even hotter than outside.


    As always, Dan dominated Trevor’s lither body, overarching and urging till he felt himself entering, all the while wondering when the time would come that Trevor pushed him away and said, Enough. But not this time, not yet. He felt that initial resistance followed by the sudden surge inward, heard Trevor’s softly sighing acceptance of the intrusion and his encouraging Yes!, as though this temporary joining might at last make them one. It was times like these, and no other, that Dan felt Trevor fully in accord with him, their mutual need an affirmation of their life together, far more than simply a brief respite from any thoughts of running back to his island sanctuary.


    Afterward, exhausted and overcome with the heat and exertion, he lay with his head on Trevor’s shoulder. Trevor absently reached up and traced the scar running along Dan’s temple.


    “I’m sorry if I seemed upset last night when you got home.”


    “Don’t apologize for having feelings. You didn’t know where I was. I would have been upset too.”


    Trevor shrugged. “Not for having feelings, but for subjecting you to them.”


    “That’s part of partnership. Isn’t it about sharing what’s going on with one another? I once dated a guy who never asked how I was feeling in over two years. I’m not sure you can call it a relationship if you don’t have a clue what’s going on with your other half.”


    Trevor laughed. “I just don’t want you to think I’m a nutcase. I’ve been honest with you about the past, but that’s over and done with.”


    “Is it?”


    Trevor gently tugged at Dan’s hair. “What do you mean?”


    “You can’t just put what happened with you and Joe on a shelf and hope it will stay there. He’s gone, but you’ve still got all those feelings to contend with. If you deny them, you’ll explode.”


    Dan pictured the Japanese Garden on the west coast island where Trevor lived, and where the ashes of his ex-lover were scattered. To the casual eye, Trevor exuded confidence, a feeling inspired largely by his easygoing good looks. To those who knew him, however, the story was quite different. Part of him stayed on Mayne Island. There, he’d been protected, sheltered. Outside of his environment he was exposed and vulnerable, far more susceptible to currents of fear and self-doubt.


    “How has it been these last few weeks?” Dan asked.


    Trevor looked out the window. The CN Tower rose in the distance, a solitary inland lighthouse, immense, blinking out a warning to anyone straying too close to its realm. “I’m still adjusting to the city. After the island it feels crowded and chaotic. It’s always noisy here. It’s beautiful in its way, but it doesn’t feel comforting.”


    Dan pulled him closer. “You know I’ll do anything to fix whatever I can for you.”


    Trevor smiled. “Can you make four million people go away? Can you replace all the concrete with grass?”


    “Not overnight, but I’ll see what I can do about it in the long term.”


    Trevor kissed Dan’s ear. “I don’t expect you to fix my problems. I just need you to understand when I’m dealing with something that overwhelms me.”


    “I’ll do my best.”


    “It’s hard to explain. It’s as though I wake up each morning with my mind already in fight-or-flight mode. I don’t want to fear waking up every day. I know the city doesn’t cause it, but being here exacerbates those feelings.”


    “That’s a lot of anxiety for anyone to bear. I wouldn’t want you to stay here if you really can’t stand it.”


    Trevor twisted around to look at Dan directly. “Be patient with me. I really am trying.”


    “Don’t worry. I can deal with whatever you throw at me.”


    Trevor looked chagrined. “That’s just it. I don’t want you to have to deal with me. Just accept me for what I am and let me do what I need to do. It will happen.”


    “All right.”


    “How about you? What do you want from me?”


    Dan thought for a moment then said, “Companionship, more than anything. I want someone to share my concerns and make me laugh and feel better about my shortcomings. Sex is great, but there’s no guarantee it will last till we’re eighty. Intimacy is much better, when you come down to it. I want someone to rub my back when it aches and whisper in my ear when I’m sad and lonely.”


    Trevor ruffled Dan’s hair and smiled.


    “What? Is that too much to ask?” Dan said.


    “Not at all. It’s perfect. I just didn’t know you were such a poet.”


    “All right. What do you want from me?”


    “Much the same. I want someone to welcome me when I come home, someone who appreciates me just for coming in the door. Someone who makes me feel secure. I miss that.”


    Dan rolled over and propped his chin on his palm. “Why did you and Joe get involved? You knew he was HIV-positive when you met.”


    “The usual story: I fell in love when we met. Only I wasn’t thinking about the dying part when I agreed to move in with him. I was only thinking about how I felt for him then.”


    “Did it last?”


    “The love? Sure, but it wasn’t always at a fever pitch. The daily routine of keeping Joseph healthy was demanding. I never thought it would become a full-time occupation, but at the end I had to choose between my career and looking after him. I cared too much about him to hire someone else to look after him, so I let the career slide. I wouldn’t choose differently now, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    “You probably were a great caregiver.”


    He smiled sadly. “I think I was, but I couldn’t detach. After Joe died, I lost my purpose in life. Even when I tried to bury myself in work it still seeped through. It felt like I had taken on this job no one else could do. So when …” He faltered.


    “So when he killed himself, you felt you’d failed him.”


    Trevor nodded. “Yes.”


    “You took that on yourself too.”


    “I thought I could make a difference.”


    “You probably did. Chances are he would have killed himself sooner, if you hadn’t been there.”


    Trevor shook his head. “That’s what I’m not sure about. I live with the fear that he killed himself to free me from the relentlessness of his illness.”


    “A sacrifice …”


    “When in reality he had become my reason for living. So when he died, in a way I died too.”


    The silence held. Dan didn’t break it. This was Trevor’s confession. He needed to bring it out in his own way, a little bit at a time. To examine the debris that remained after the blast, the annihilating heat that consumed everything, until one day the fears would be gone, the past would be remote and unable to threaten them. One day.


    Dan reached up to stroke Trevor’s face. This was where the richness of a relationship lay, he knew, in this sharing of themselves and sorting through the intimate details each would have to know in order to live with the other. The quirks and habits, the fears and desires. These were the things they needed to absorb carefully and slowly, sifting through the fragments of each other’s life, one story and one emotion at a time, if they wanted to survive.

  


  
    Seven


    The Altar Boy and the Thief


    To bystanders, the postmodern structure overlooking Bay Street at College appears like some whimsical concoction spirited away from Las Vegas or Disneyland rather than the Metro Toronto Police headquarters. Outside, blue glass and pink marble glint in the sun. Inside, light streams generously down onto the atrium floor from ten stories above. Who says the police commission doesn’t have good taste?


    Dan arrived a few minutes before nine. The uniformed blonde at the desk smiled when he said his name.


    “Constable Donna Blake,” she said, reaching across the counter to shake his hand. “We’ve spoken on the phone many times.”


    Dan returned the smile. Although it was their first face-to-face encounter, he and Donna had had several heated though not entirely antagonistic exchanges over who he could and could not have access to by telephone after hours. What had started off as a minor irritation on both sides transformed over time to a form of passive-aggressive flirting, as though he’d been nibbling on her neck and she would occasionally slap him before letting him progress a little farther each time.


    “A pleasure to meet you in person, Donna,” he said cordially.


    She looked at him appraisingly. “You too. You look kinda like you sound on the phone — rough and ready.”


    “Thanks, I think.”


    “Oh, don’t worry,” she said, giving him the once-over. “It’s a compliment. What’s your gym?”


    “Extreme Fitness.”


    “Really? Mine too. See you there sometime?”


    “You never know.”


    She checked her book. “Go up to the second floor and head down the left-hand corridor to the very end. There’s a coffee machine and a bench. You can wait there till someone comes for you.”


    He felt her gaze on him as he turned and walked to the elevators.


    Once upstairs, he didn’t have long to wait. He’d been sitting less than a minute when a junior officer with a clipboard approached. Another kid, Dan thought. Or am I just getting that much older than everyone else? The officer flipped a page, inquired Dan’s name in an aggressively efficient manner then indicated a door across the hall.


    “In here, sir. They’re expecting you.”


    Dan entered and was momentarily thrown off guard. Four faces looked up expectantly. There, seated with the two officers he’d encountered at the morgue, were the chief of police and Dan’s former-boss, Ed Burch. Ed was one of the few authority figures Dan respected wholeheartedly. He relaxed somewhat on seeing him, but was still aware he’d entered potentially hostile territory.


    The room was designed to make newcomers feel less intimidated at being in the headquarters of one of the biggest power bases in the country outside of the military. Tall bay windows allowed in considerable light, as though the architect had been tasked with providing a police station that, while grand, in no way resembled a place of incarceration. It was a pleasant anteroom in Buckingham Palace, say, versus the dreaded Tower of London. Soft music gave it the aura of a spa, while ferns drooped lazily from ceiling hangers. Ironically, the hanging plants reminded Dan of the slaughterhouse, which, he knew, was what had brought him here today.


    While Dan had already sized up the two younger officers, he knew the chief by reputation only. The man came forward, hand extended, a silver-haired bulldog with a disarming grin that settled back into a habitual frown as soon as it was no longer needed. Dan had been reluctantly impressed with the man’s ability to present himself in public through various media appearances, as well as his efforts at building community relations with the force. Here was a man who worked hard to look and sound good. Still, Dan wasn’t convinced they’d be on the same side of the barricades come the revolution. As chief of police, he believed in the unquestioned right of authority and had shown that, for good or bad, he would do anything to perpetuate and uphold it.


    The chief indicated the officers Dan had met earlier. “Let me introduce you. Detective Danes and Constable First Class Pfeiffer, this is Mr. Dan Sharp.”


    Here, once again, were the force’s bratty Jack Spratt and his awkward, shuffling wife. The missus — Detective Danes — was her usual hesitant self. This was the man who belonged to the voice on his answering machine, making the other one Constable Pfeiffer. The latter eyed him through barely raised lids. He was chewing gum again. Dan remembered the shorter officer’s cockiness. There was something slightly restrained about him here in the presence of the chief. An invisible leash, perhaps. In the clear light of day, his uniform and the faint outline of a moustache were about the only things that differentiated him from an adolescent punk. That wasn’t possible, of course. With his First Class officer designation, there would have to be at least four years between his entering the force and receiving First Class status. So maybe twenty-three or -four, at the very least. Still, he reminded Dan of a truculent teenager on the lookout for trouble.


    Neither of the officers extended a hand. Dan nodded to the pair, who remained seated across the table. “We met at the morgue yesterday,” he said simply.


    “Both Detective Danes and Constable Pfeiffer are among the most highly regarded men on the force,” the chief said then turned to Ed. “Now here’s someone you know.”


    Dan greeted his former boss. “Hello, Ed. Fancy meeting you here.”


    “Good to see you again, Dan.” A comforting smile and honest yet discerning eyes. Well built, with the self-confidence of a former pro hockey player.


    Addressing his officers, the chief continued. “Mr. Sharp I know of by reputation only, but that reputation is an impeccable one corroborated by his former employer, Ed here, who was one of my best cops until the son-of-a-bitch went freelance on me.”


    Ed acknowledged the backhanded compliment with a smile.


    “But I’m getting ahead of myself,” the chief said. He turned directly to Dan. “Dan — may I call you Dan?”


    Dan nodded. “Certainly.”


    “The reason we’ve asked you here today, as I’m sure you realize, is because of the body you discovered at the old slaughterhouse.” His hands shuffled the papers on the desk before him, but his sharp blue eyes stayed on Dan’s face.


    “The man’s name was Darryl Hillary,” Dan said.


    “Yes. I understand you had been hired to find him by his sister …” Here he looked down. “… Darlene Hillary.”


    “That’s correct.”


    The chief looked back up at Dan again, taking

    his measure like any good tailor or undertaker. “None of what I’m saying here today is under overt censorship of any sort, but we would appreciate it if you would keep it to yourself for now. For reasons of discretion, we can’t have the media finding out certain details I’m about to disclose just yet. Are you good with that?”


    Dan inclined his head slightly: open to suggestion but not willing to be led down the garden path. “I’d have to know what it is first before agreeing to treat it confidentially, but if it’s above board and nothing to do with me then I can give you a reasonable assurance I’ll keep my mouth shut about it.”


    The chief looked to Ed. “You described him pretty well, Ed,” he said.


    “Dan’s a straight shooter,” Ed said, nodding.


    Dan wasn’t taken in by this surface dusting of comradely jousting. While he trusted his former boss, Ed had ties to the police that predated his relationship with Dan. Perhaps one loyalty outweighed the other. What lay behind this surprise meeting was impossible to say. He still needed to know why he’d been brought here. What more he could tell them that he hadn’t already indicated in his statement the previous evening remained to be seen.


    The chief gave him another shrewd look, as though trying to decide how much to confide in him: Are you for us or against us? As far as Dan was concerned, they’d invited him to this game of poker, so it was up to them to reveal their hand first.


    “I won’t mince words here, Dan. The reason we’ve asked you to come by today is because Ed suggested you might help us.”


    Dan’s ears pricked up. This was the first he’d heard of being asked to help the police.


    He turned to Ed, who took up the narrative briefly.


    “That’s right, Daniel. I’ve been asked to work as a special consultant on the case, in light of my capacity as a former police officer. When I heard what was being asked, I suggested you might have a part to play in it.”


    The chief’s icy eyes travelled from Ed back to Dan. “We believe yesterday’s murder is related to a larger investigation into a child prostitution ring, which has now taken on the proportions of a Canada-wide operation. Detective Danes was assigned to lead the operation in the GTA. With Hillary’s murder, Constable Pfeiffer has just taken over as evidence officer. That’s where Ed felt you might help us, Dan.”


    Dan noted how the chief liked to say his name, as though to bring him further into his confidence. He was struck by the suggestion that Hillary’s death had to do with larger issues of child exploitation. Had his sister lied again about her brother’s record? Was he in fact a more serious offender? Dan felt a tingle of repugnance to think that Darryl had done something worse than sleep with his underage girlfriend.


    The chief continued. “With this recent death, we feel we may have the makings of a serial killer on our hands.”


    Dan stared at him. “You’re saying it’s not the first?”


    The chief nodded. “This past spring, an ex-priest was murdered in Quebec. Although we’re pretty sure we know who did it, his killer was never found.”


    “What makes you think the two murders are related?” Dan asked.


    The chief gave a significant look to Constable Pfeiffer, who addressed Dan for the first time.


    “Like the victim you found earlier this week,” the young officer said, “the ex-priest was severely beaten and had his left ear cut off.”


    Dan recalled the change in attitude of the cop on duty at the slaughterhouse. Once the officer learned of the severed ear, Dan was suddenly no longer welcome on the site. Someone had murdered an ex-priest, and now a poet, cutting off their left ears. What did it signify? Perhaps more importantly, what did the two men have in common?


    The chief cut in. “When Sergeant Danes phoned me with his report, I knew immediately what we were dealing with. You may recall that part of the National Sex Offenders Registry was dumped on the Internet last year. Both the ex-priest and Hillary were named on it.”


    Dan recalled reports of the incident, the inconclusive findings as to whether it had been deliberate or not. He held up a finger. “Excuse me. Was it proved to be an accident? The names being dumped on the Internet?”


    The chief nodded in acknowledgement. “We still don’t know how it got there, but the information was deliberately released by person or persons unknown.”


    Dan thought about Darlene Hillary’s pleading question: How did these people even find him? she’d asked. They have their ways, he’d replied, thinking of the registry at the time. It gave cold comfort to know he’d been right.


    The registry was created to compile information, including current addresses, phone numbers, and identifying markings, such as tattoos, that would enable police officers to finger possible suspects in sex-related crimes. Providing up-to-date personal information was mandatory on the part of the offenders. The public was never supposed to have access to the list, however. That the registry had been leaked on the Internet was cause for alarm for any number of reasons, including the possibility that someone might try to harm or kill anybody named in it, as seemed to have been the case here.


    “So you think someone is targeting known sex offenders?”


    The chief nodded. “That’s my best guess at present. The only thing linking the two victims is that their names were on the Sex Offenders Registry and they both had their left ear cut off.” He scrutinized Dan’s face. “Are you fine with everything we’ve told you so far?”


    “Except for one thing. I understood from Hillary’s sister that he had applied to have his name removed from the registry on the grounds that he was not likely to be a repeat offender.”


    A look passed between the chief and Danes, who shrugged.


    “We don’t know anything about that,” the chief said, turning back to Dan.


    “Okay.” Dan nodded. “I still don’t know why you’re telling me this.”


    The chief opened a file and placed it in front of Dan. Clipped to the dossier was the photograph of a young man in jeans and a sweatshirt. His cherubic face and curly dark hair made him look like the junior member of a boy band.


    “This is the chief suspect in the murder of the ex-priest, Guillaume Thierry. He was an altar boy at the church in Montreal where Thierry worked. Eventually, Thierry was convicted of sexual interference with a number of minors, all male. He went to jail for eight years and was released just two months before his murder.” He put a finger on the photograph. “The young man’s name is Gaetan Bélanger. He was a minor until a few days after Thierry was killed.”


    Dan had been listening intently. “Why do you think it was Bélanger instead of one of the other abuse victims?”


    “Speculation, mostly, but he blogged his intentions to harm Thierry and was heard uttering death threats against him when he was released.”


    “He blogged it?” Dan asked, surprised.


    “Yes. He put his intentions online. That doesn’t make the threat more real, but it does constitute a clear motive.”


    “Physical evidence?”


    “Nothing conclusive.”


    “Anything connecting him to Hillary?”


    “Nothing yet. What we know of this kid since his molestation is that he’s lived by thievery. He was caught twice over the past few years, both times before Thierry’s murder. Nothing major, but the second instance earned him a term in juvenile detention. The first time he was caught stealing from a church — not the one where he was molested, but I’m sure there was a connection in his mind.”


    “But why kill Hillary?” Dan asked. “Why not murder another priest?”


    “We’re not sure why, but the missing ear tells us it’s Bélanger. It seems to be his signature. That’s why I’ve put two of my brightest officers on the case.”


    Dan looked over at Mr. and Mrs. Spratt. The missus, he felt sure, would not qualify as bright and probably had been put on the case for other reasons. As for young Mr. Spratt, Dan wasn’t convinced, but his cockiness said he believed himself to be intellectually superior.


    “Did the boy blog about his intentions to kill Darryl Hillary as well?” Dan asked.


    Danes spoke up now. “Not specifically, but he has blogged a number of rants online directed at child molesters in general.”


    “Do you know if he had access to the leaked registry?”


    Danes shook his head. “Nothing conclusive.”


    Dan looked back at the chief. “Presumably anyone on that registry stands to become a potential victim.”


    “That’s what we’re worried about.”


    Pfeiffer spoke up. “All our data indicates that Bélanger is holed up somewhere in Toronto. He may have been here for several months already. In fact, we believe he came to Ontario right after the murder. He probably blends in well. Young Quebeckers are far more likely to be bilingual than English kids.”


    Dan considered this. “Then why not put all your efforts into finding him?”


    Pfeiffer’s expression hardened. “Oh, we’ll find him all right,” he said with the sort of burning zeal Dan distrusted in authority figures. “But we’d prefer to find him before he kills again.”


    Ed spoke up. “That’s why I thought of you, Daniel.”


    “Well, it’s all very intriguing,” Dan said. “But I still don’t understand how I can be of help.”


    The chief smiled tersely. “You are here because of the swiftness and accuracy of your search for Darryl Hillary. We understand you located him in less than three days. That’s impressive.” He looked at Ed. “It was just coincidence that I mentioned your name to Ed yesterday in connection with the case.”


    Ed spoke again. “You’re here, Daniel, because I said you were one of the best missing persons investigators I’ve come across, as well as being the number one person in the country for finding missing juveniles.”


    Dan shook his head. “Still, I’m not a police officer and as far as I know the police force doesn’t hire outside. So, again, I ask why I’m here.”


    The chief looked at Burch then at Dan. “Ed said that you have some very good contacts on the street. I’m told they are contacts the police are not always privy to, for a variety of reasons. We would like access to those sources.”


    Dan sat back. At last it was clear. He shook his head.


    “Even if I gave you the names of the people I use, I doubt any of them would help you. Many of them live on the fringes of society. They want nothing to do with the socio-economic systems of the city, or even of the world, for that matter.” He shrugged. “I know it sounds kooky, but these people have as little to do with our government and political system as possible. Most of them would not willingly have anything to do with the police, if they could help it. You might say that money talks, but I’m sure you realize there are things even money can’t buy. These people can be as fanatical in their devotion to their beliefs as any radical jihadists. And the upshot, if I just handed over my contacts to you, would be that I would lose their trust. Probably forever.”


    “They wouldn’t need to know,” the chief said with a calculating look.


    Dan shook his head. He stood. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can help you.”


    The chief looked grimly at him. “Will you at least think it over?”


    Dan nodded. “I’ll think it over. I’m not unreasonable. I’m just telling you what I’m dealing with.”


    He looked around at the faces watching him. Dan wondered if they resented his refusal. He thought about how audacious it was for them to have asked. He felt bad for Ed, who obviously thought he might have been willing to consider the offer seriously.


    He stood.


    “Gentlemen.”


    “Thank you for your time,” the chief said.


    Dan pushed open the big wooden doors and headed for the men’s room. His early morning coffee was going right through him. He lined up at the nearest urinal. After a moment, he heard the door open. Pfeiffer came and stood next to him. The cop took time with his zipper. Out of the corner of his eye, Dan caught him looking over. If he hadn’t known better he would swear he was being flirted with. After Pfeiffer’s homophobic insults at the morgue, this pseudo-come-on was ludicrous.


    Dan glanced down. Compared with his own endowment, Constable First Class Pfeiffer really was just a boy.


    “You could be doing someone a big favour,” the cop said.


    Dan zipped himself up. “What kind of favour did you have in mind?”


    Pfeiffer seemed unruffled by the innuendo. “A professional favour.” He looked over. “You might be wondering why we would care so much about a bunch of perverts. Truth is, everyone’s entitled to be protected from murder.”


    “Actually,” said Dan, “I don’t doubt that at all. Cops are hired to enforce the law, not to judge people. The man you referred to as a ‘perv’ in the morgue yesterday was actually the boyfriend of the girl he went to jail for. There wasn’t that much difference in age between them.”


    Pfeiffer gave him a reproachful look. “Still, he broke the law.”


    “And he paid a penalty for it well beyond his so-called ‘crime.’ Some might say it was an unjust law in his situation. Personal philosophy aside, I don’t think he deserved to die and so, yes, I would do what I could to help prevent another such death. In any case, the law protects us all equally, or so I’ve been led to believe.”


    Pfeiffer shrugged. “So they say.”


    Dan turned to look at him. “It wasn’t so long ago that the law put guys like me in jail for our so-called sexual persuasion. Anyone caught looking down at another man’s penis while standing at a urinal, even if out of envy and not desire, would definitely have been considered suspect in that regard.”


    Dan stepped over to the sink, rinsed his hands, and left. Pfeiffer was still standing at the urinal when the door closed on him.


    Ed caught up with Dan at the elevators. His ex-boss looked sheepish.


    “Sorry to get you down here for the wrong reasons,” Ed said.


    “I can’t do it, Ed. As much as I’d like to help out, it won’t work. My sources don’t trust cops.”


    “I told them that. They insisted we get you in here anyway.”


    “So why don’t they listen?”


    “Because they’re hoping I will change your mind. The truth is, your sources don’t need to know that a particular request to find someone comes from the police.”


    “I suppose not.”


    “So, if I were to hire you to help me find someone, you could conceivably invoke the aid of your best sources with no one being the wiser.”


    Dan shrugged. “If I wanted to, that is.”


    “And because I respect you, I would not engage your services without full disclosure.”


    Dan looked at Ed. “I know that, Ed.”


    Ed smiled his comforting smile. “So please don’t be offended if I come to you in future with a request and you happen not to like where it comes from. I hope you will at least consider it before you turn me down.”


    Dan gave him a rueful nod. “You know I’d take any request from you seriously.”


    Ed held out an envelope. “Then please take this one seriously.”


    “What is it?”


    “It’s the kid’s photograph. If you come across anyone … if you hear anything.”


    Dan hesitated. He thought of Darlene Hillary’s request then nodded and took the envelope. “All right. I can do that much for you.”


    “Appreciated, Daniel.”


    At that moment, the elevator dinged. The doors whooshed open and a tall figure in black strode past them.


    Dan looked after the man’s back as he disappeared down the hall.


    “Wasn’t that…?”


    Ed looked over in surprise. “Someone you know?”


    “Sort of. Someone famous, at least,” Dan said. “I think that was Jags Rohmer. Big rock star from the eighties. Kind of faded now. Still, it’s not everyday you see a celebrity in real life.”


    “I saw Woody Harrelson in a restaurant once. He was quite ordinary looking. You expect them to be bigger than life or lit up in neon or something, but nope — it was just Woody, bald as a billiard ball.”


    “What could Jags Rohmer be doing here?” Dan wondered.


    Ed shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Probably better in this case, since I don’t know who he is.”


    They shook hands.


    Dan got in the elevator and pushed the button for the ground floor. The doors closed. He wondered if Jags Rohmer would be made to sit on a bench in the hallway before being summoned to a meeting by some junior official with a clipboard.

  


  
    Eight


    Moles


    Dan watched as the curly red-headed figure on the ledge lit a joint. He held the smoke in for five, ten, fifteen seconds before exhaling slowly. One foot on the radiator, shoulder against the wall, body in full recline mode. At five-eight, and easily two hundred and forty pounds, he could move like a ninja when he wanted to. Right now he was stationary.


    He held out the roach to Dan, who shook his head.


    “Look, dude. Don’t even come here if you’re thinking of chatting with the cops.”


    He glanced at a window high above where a finger of light pointed into his underground cavern from the Other World.


    “How do I know you weren’t followed?” The head tilted skyward. “They could be up there right now planning to raid my place.”


    He stood and headed to a console hosting a dozen miniature display screens, tapped in a few quick commands and scrutinized a monitor in the lower right-hand corner. Satisfied with what he saw, he swivelled in his seat and faced Dan.


    “All good. Nothing moving out there. You weren’t followed.”


    “You know me, Germ. I’m cool.”


    Dan was never sure if Germ was just paranoid or if he ran a sideline business that required him to keep watch on whoever or whatever approached his private underground preserve. Better safe than sorry, in either case.


    Dan shook his head. “Besides, I never told them I was coming here to see you. As far as they know, I could be visiting my grandmother right now.”


    Germ gave him an ironic look. “Yeah, right. Your grandmother who lives in a derelict underground garage.”


    Dan smiled. “She probably did once. She was a very cool old lady in her day. Anyway, it’s not like I mentioned your name or anything. They just wanted to know if I could put them in touch with my sources.”


    “And you said?” Another quick intake of spliff. No coughing. The guy was hardcore.


    “I told them not a chance. I said that if I named you I’d lose you and that you were worth far too much to me to risk losing.”


    “Good man,” Germ squeaked out.


    Smoke dribbled from the edges of his mouth, hypnotic and swirling. The milky-blue strands gave a decorative embellishment to the graffiti covering the walls. Every inch of floor, walls and ceiling, even the pipes, was covered in a fabulous concoction of colours and shapes and grimacing creatures. It was life as a permanent acid trip, depicted with all the fervour of a manic cartoonist or an obsessive tattoo artist. Van Gogh or Toulouse Lautrec as street artists, David Wojnarowicz at his transgressive heights, Keith Haring at his most radiant, and Jean-Michel Basquiat at his most manic-hallucinogenic. It was the sort of artwork found in unexpected places — subway lines, construction fences, the underside of bridges — like an alternate meaning superimposed on top of everyday reality. As though you could read into things only if you knew the secret code that allowed you to penetrate the city’s inner core. And people say the underground is dead, Dan thought.


    “Nice work, by the way. Yours?” he asked


    “Nope. This is Velvet Blue’s stuff. Cool, isn’t it?”


    Velvet Blue was the Japanese girlfriend of the man smoking pot. A female ninja in her own right, she was a whirlwind with the litheness of a pygmy gymnast. The pair was famous for their artwork-cum-industrial sabotage, collages of graffiti and photographs installed over commercial advertising campaigns, signed R.Y.M. Reclaim Your Mind. Art with a social message. The signature was Internet code for the curious to inquire who was behind the toothpaste ad featuring earthworms wriggling from the tube, the mad lyricism of Baudelaire superimposed over sunscreen bottles, or the skull-and-crossbones laid across Tylenol capsules. Germ and Velvet Blue were among the last few practitioners of civil disobedience in public spaces. They were adept at it. “That’s highly valuable mindspace being exploited by these corporations with little or no public benefit,” Germ told Dan the first time they met. “Also valuable in a financial sense, of course. They don’t take well to having their little campaigns fucked with,” he said jubilantly. Germ and Velvet Blue were also among the most knowledgeable people in the city in terms of what was happening on the ground level, dishing dirt with the hoi polloi.


    Having accomplished what he’d set out to do in alerting people that their minds were under attack, Germ changed strategies and took up another target. His latest fascination was for abandoned buildings —

    the detritus of modern living — and thus Dan’s great respect for his arcane knowledge. If you wanted to find someone living off the grid — the ones who didn’t show up on CCTV feeds all over the city, the people who never ventured into banks and shopping malls and subways or entered their PINs in ATMs —

    then Germ was your man. A sophisticated urban guerrilla, he knew the terrain better than anyone Dan had ever met.


    “Anyway, I just wanted to pass the idea by you. You could be doing something significant to help others escape harm.”


    The shaggy head nodded. “Which I have no problem with. Just that helping them means participating in the System. And I know you understand my position on that entirely.”


    Dan held up a hand. “No need for the lecture.

    I know the score.”


    Germ grinned and took another toke. “You probably know it by heart by now, right?”


    “Nearly,” Dan said. “Hey, I come from the dirt. I’m no fan of the System either. My father and his father both lived and died in the mines.”


    “Which makes us brothers under the skin. My old man? A sanitation engineer. That’s garbage collector to the rest of us. So I come by my trade legit.”


    By “trade” he meant street art as much as picking up the cast-offs that people above ground considered waste. His underground bunker was outfitted with salvaged furniture and electronics.


    While Germ thought of himself as a social critic, he was also a highly talented photographer. His online galleries of abandoned places and discarded objects had the aura of high art. Unmoved by ordinary beauty, only the lowest of the low received his loving adoration: peeling paint, mould-covered surfaces, rusting fixtures, broken furniture, shattered glass, rotting mattresses, dangling wires. Here was Jackson Pollock with a camera and a social vision. With the right agent, his work might have been showcased anywhere: New York’s MoMA, London’s Saatchi, or any prestigious gallery worth its name featuring the avant garde. Instead, he spilled his work online, where anyone could access it for free.


    Dan had come across him by accident while tracking a young drug addict. His mother had warned him her son was suicidal. Dan put all his effort into finding the boy, who had a penchant for hiding out in abandoned buildings. He needed an expert on the city’s abandoned sites and found one through a site called Germ Warfare.


    Germ — short for Germaine — was its author and creator. Dan contacted him and asked for his help, explaining the urgency. Off the top of his head, Germ named ten buildings that had recently been vacated — meaning their interiors were up for habitation by anyone looking for a free place to sleep. He’d been correct in helping pinpoint the building in question, but not in time for Dan to prevent the young man’s suicide.


    The connection continued. Dan found reason to draw on Germ’s specialized knowledge several times in the intervening months. Germ eventually trusted Dan enough to invite him to his secret hideout, introducing him to his girlfriend, Velvet Blue.


    Germ and Velvet Blue inhabited their underground lair like a pair of happy moles, making their way to the surface only when necessary. A slight girl, Velvet Blue could take care of herself in a scrape. She was the martial arts expert in the family, where Germ handled the creative-espionage side of things. They lived in abandoned warehouses and underground tunnels, planning raids and industrial sabotage, taking the city’s pulse from below ground level.


    “So you said you’re looking for someone,” Germ said.


    “Was. I was looking. He’s dead. I think one of your contacts called to tell me where he was, but I got there too late. He was murdered.”


    Germ contemplated this with a grim expression. “Taking a life, man. That is definitely not cool.”


    “No, I think not. So tell me about your last visit to the slaughterhouse.”


    “Right. Like I said on the phone, it was a little weird. I was doing one of my photo essays on urban decay. Places like that usually you find, like, these kids. You know — the stoner type looking to get away from their parents.” He glanced at the roach in his hand and laughed. “Been there, still doing that.”


    Dan waited patiently for Germ’s thoughts to get back on track.


    “Anyway. Saw this strange kid there. Something odd about him, something a little off. Not sure what.”


    “In what way ‘odd’? Physically?”


    Germ shook his head. “Just … something. Couldn’t put my finger on it. You know when that little voice inside says something isn’t right, but you can’t always tell what it is? Something says, ‘Be wary, stay alert.’ New York subway style. Like that. Looked like he was waiting for someone. Only it felt odd somehow. Like he already knew whoever he was waiting for wasn’t coming.” He shook his head again. “But then why would he be waiting? You know what I mean?”


    Dan shrugged. “Not exactly.”


    Germ seemed to lose focus for a moment. He ran his hand over a long blue outline on the wall behind him, following the minute convolutions of his mind.


    “Wow, cool.”


    He left off with whatever had captivated him and looked back at Dan.


    “Anyway. Like I said, I saw him twice. First time, I was making a preliminary run of the place for when I came back to take the photos. That’s another thing.” He looked meaningfully at Dan. “He seemed to freak a little when I took out my camera. You know? You could tell he was up to something, because he acted like he didn’t want to be seen — you know the way kids do — though he didn’t go to any great length to hide himself. He was just … there, but sort of removed at the same time.”


    He paused and seemed to get lost in his thoughts.


    “You said you saw him twice.…”


    Germ waved the roach around, took one last toke, then stubbed it out on the floor.


    “Yeah, right. Second time, when I came back to take the rest of the photos, he was there in almost the same spot. It was as if he hadn’t moved from one week to the next. Like he was frozen in place. That was part of the weirdness, I guess. Everything about him registered as odd on some level. Even his clothes. He was all dressed up like a proper little British schoolboy. So what was he doing in a derelict old place like that?”


    Dan nodded. “Maybe he was doing the same thing you were doing — getting stoned and exploring.”


    Germ laughed. “Yeah. So true.”


    He turned back to the console and typed in a command. A series of thumbnail images popped up onscreen. He scrutinized them for a moment then brought up three.


    “Here, have a look. That’s the kid.”


    Dan examined the photographs. All were shot from behind or in profile. Germ was right — the boy seemed purposefully to be avoiding his camera. Dan noted his slight figure, the navy blazer and hair poking out from under his cap. He might have been any kid wandering around a deserted spot. There was nothing to distinguish him in the photos, nothing particularly unusual except the setting.


    “I can’t see much of him,” Dan said. He pulled out the photo of Gaetan Bélanger that Ed had given him. “Could it have been him?”


    Germ focused on the snap, picked it up, and moved it around in the light. He scowled and scratched his head. Then he nodded.


    “Could be. Wrong clothes, of course,” he said, referring to the sweatshirt and jeans Gaetan had on. “About the same age, though. But if I place him in context, there is a similarity.” He put the photo down. “Who is he?”


    “A teenage boy wanted for the murder of a priest back in Quebec.”


    Germ picked up the photo again. “This kid? He looks too cute to be mean.”


    “Cute but strong, apparently. He garrotted his victim.”


    “No shit?” Germ looked down at the shot with greater respect, almost reverence, as though he might be considering changing his photographic interests from social decay to physical violence. “Yeah, it coulda been him now that I think of it. I’ll take a closer look if I see him again. Guess I better be more careful running around these old places. Never know who you’re going to run into.”


    “Better safe than sorry,” Dan said.


    Germ looked up at Dan. “Why’d he do it?”


    “The priest molested him, but the boy felt he hadn’t been punished enough after he got out of jail, so he tracked him down and finished him off, if what I’ve heard is correct.”


    “Wow! As lurid as they come. There’s a headline for the Sun.” He brushed aside a lock with his hand. “Velvet Blue was molested by some guy when she was, like, thirteen.”


    “What’d she do?”


    “She kicked him in the balls and told him next time she’d break his neck for him. Never tried it again, apparently.”


    Dan tossed down the photo of Darryl Hillary.


    “What about this guy? Ever see him at the slaughterhouse? This was the guy who was murdered a couple days ago.”


    Germ looked it over. “Nah. Not him. For sure I didn’t see him there. I recognize him, though.”


    Dan’s interest was piqued. If Darryl was such a recluse, it seemed odd that Germ would know him. “From where?”


    “Scored our dope from the same source. He showed up at the guy’s porch when I was there one day. Can’t say why I remember him, but I just do. Something about how frightened he looked. Something in his eyes that reminded me of a beaten dog. Yeah,

    I guess that was it.”


    “Do you think he was afraid of the pusher?”


    Germ laughed. “No, man. Not Dudley. He’d never hurt a fly. Guy’s a nervous little wreck of a man. Kids rip him off all the time. Just cuts off their credit and puts them on his black list, but he never goes after them. Not the type, man. Not the type.” He thought about this. “Killing’s not his thing. That’s more for the hardcore drug dealers.”


    “Do you think this guy might have had dealings with any of the hardcore types?”


    Germ shrugged. “Impossible to say. As I said, I only saw him the once. Didn’t say a word to him, just nodded and went about my business.”


    A phone rang. Germ reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a cell. He flipped it open and listened without saying a word.


    Dan looked around at the walls. The colours were lurid, mostly primaries with dull browns and greys splashed in between, the better to offset the subjects from their backgrounds.


    He glanced over at the bank of screens. For the most part, they were static scenes he assumed had something to do with security. The watchful eye. Some were far too dark to give more than a glimpse of the terrain, providing blurry details of buildings and vacant lots. One showed the door Dan had entered, another gave a close-up of the interior of the freight elevator he’d come down on, a rickety contraption that always landed with a bump. The overall effect was of a vast security system designed to keep something in or out of the building. Most of the views were so uninteresting that Dan wondered why Germ bothered to keep tabs on them. A row of garbage bins, a grainy close-up of an entry phone. He presumed it was the one he used to gain access to the compound. For compound it was. Whatever Germ was avoiding, whatever required so much security, it wouldn’t find him easily.


    Dan looked over and saw the record player in a far corner. High-end, made for connoisseurs, sitting next to a rack of LPs. He fanned through them, mostly seventies with a few sixties records. Cult and collector’s items, for the most part. The hard-to-score stuff that audiophiles went mad for.


    He flipped through the covers until a face jumped out at him: Jags Rohmer early in his career. Boyish bangs, pouting lips, beret pitched rakishly on his head. Too serious looking to be misread as teen heartthrob material, for all the arty posing.


    Germ grunted and said, “Okay.” He snapped his cell phone shut and watched Dan sift through the records.


    “Vinyl is final, man. They’ve never made a product to equal it for sound reproduction. Richest, deepest recording playback you will ever hear.”


    “I agree.”


    Germ was rolling another joint. The paper twitched expertly between his fingers.


    “Live music’s a different story, of course. But that ain’t the one I’m telling at the moment. The day of the great performer is gone and whether it’ll ever come back is anybody’s guess. You don’t need to learn how to play an instrument any more, just how to press buttons. The music industry fucked itself when it went digital. Instant copying for the masses. I don’t mind ripping off the corporations, but that hits the artists. And as we all know, it’s fucking hard to live on art in this world.”


    Dan thought he’d like to put Donny and Germ together for an audiophile chat. It would be one to remember. He held up the Jags Rohmer album.


    “I’ve never seen this before.”


    Germ came over to him. “Collector’s item, my man. Not many of those around. Record company went bankrupt. Guy was fantastic. One of the best in his day.”


    “Probably still is.”


    Germ tipped his head. “Who knows? No one’s heard a thing from him for years. He could be dead.”


    Dan looked over. “I saw him this morning.”


    “No way!”


    “Way. He was at the station when I went in for my chat with the brass. I bumped into him in the hallway when I left.”


    Germ’s face was incredulous. “Jags Rohmer was at a police station? What did he do?”


    Dan laughed. “Nothing, so far as I know. He was roaming the hallway on his own, but it was him for sure.”


    Germ sat back on the ledge and lit the joint.

    He crooned softly to himself: “Sell me your dreams, tell me your pleasures. Open your heart, I want your treasures …”


    Dan waited while Germ was off in his other dimension. Just let me know when you land, dude, he thought.


    Germ nodded. He spoke again. “Saw him once in ’94 or ’95. Back when I was a kid. Guy was in his prime then. Left a lasting impression, I can say that. All dressed up in black leather, S&M accoutrements. Had a reputation for being a hardcore rocker, but he always had an intellectual bent.”


    His expression went all whimsical for a moment, looking off into the past again.


    “Wouldn’t mind hearing a little more from him before he hangs up his spurs for good.”


    Dan handed over the album. “Write him a fan letter. I’m sure he’d appreciate it.” He winked.


    Germ looked at him. “Funny guy.”


    “Hey — even hardcore rockers like to be told they’re appreciated.”


    “Yeah, but I’d have to buy a stamp, which means fraternizing with the post office, which means …”


    “… supporting the government,” Dan chimed in. “I know.”


    “And we all know the bastard in power now is just one throw away from the Third Reich. You mark my words, that son of a bitch is going to leave a lasting legacy we will take years to dig out from.”


    “‘That son of a bitch’? Do you even know our current prime minister’s name?”


    Germ held up a warning finger. “Not mine, man. I don’t vote. And not to be uttered within these hallowed halls, my friend. Spare me the negative vibes. You want to talk about him, take it outside.”


    “All right. I’m going anyway. I’ve got to get back.”


    At the elevator, Dan turned for one last look. “If you change your mind about helping find the kid …”


    “You’ll be the first to know about it.” Germ indicated the upstairs world with a quick nod. “Look around when you get up there. Make sure you weren’t followed. I don’t want any messes to clean up.”


    “Got it.”


    The elevator doors closed on a mass of purple and red swirls that made Dan think of an underground river of fire.

  


  
    Nine


    Whoosh!


    Dan left the underground garage feeling slightly nauseated from the second-hand smoke. While some enjoyed the buzz, he recoiled from it like a pastor finding smut left behind in the men’s room. Outside, the afternoon light rushed at him as he headed to the parking lot. The sky tingled with that brilliant luminescence it carries right before or after a storm. Darkness hovered over the west end of the city. No doubt they were in for a drenching. It would be a welcome relief from all the heat and humidity.


    Dan was intrigued by Germ’s description of the boy he’d seen in the deserted warehouse. He hoped Germ might happen upon him again, though the chances of that were small unless he was actively seeking him out.


    He’d just got in the car when his phone buzzed. It was Donny.


    “Finally I hear from you in person,” Dan said. “Do I get the real story of Lester’s defection now?”


    Donny chuckled. A match struck on the other end of the phone.


    “The real story,” Donny murmured. “That’s a good one.”


    Dan waited for him to settle into his cigarette like a comfy sofa.


    “You remember Lester telling us he got raped a few months before you rescued him last summer?”


    “I sure do.”


    “Well, he ran into the bastard not long ago. Twice, in fact. He wasn’t going to tell me, but he started

    having anxiety attacks and I knew something was up.

    I asked him, but he said it was nothing. I waited a while and asked again. He started crying and finally broke down and said he’d seen the guy. The first time was on Church Street. The second time was right outside our condo. He was scared to death. He was getting

    paranoid thinking the guy knew where he lived and might be looking for him.”


    “Does Lester owe him money?”


    “He says not, but the guy looked after him for a while. I gather he was something like a pimp to some of the street kids, only not quite. A go-between might be more like it. He provides party favours for some wealthy clients. I’m sure he gets a kick-back of some sort. Maybe he thinks Lester owes him.”


    “Do you think he was coming after Lester?”


    Donny hesitated. “My guess? It was a coincidence.”


    “All right, but two times in a row?


    “Yeah, I know. That’s why the kid got scared.” Donny exhaled, deep in thought. “The guy’s a real bastard. Violent, creepy. Anyway. Lester was afraid I might not be able to protect him if this bastard comes after him. Lester heard a rumour he was protected by the police. He says no one will touch the guy.”


    “So he decided to take his chances with his evil mother and very unpleasant stepfather.”


    “Not much of a choice, is it?”


    “I’ll say.”


    “Anyway, that’s the official story. For the record.”


    “Have you heard from him yet?”


    “No, not since he left.”


    “Well, I’m sure he hasn’t forgotten you. Hang in there. He’ll call.”


    “Oh, I’m sure he will. I just don’t know what to tell him when he does. If this guy really is after him, maybe it’s better if he stays away for a while.”


    Dan heard him hemming over this one. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”


    “Find the guy and put him away.”


    “If I had a name, I might be able to do something about it.”


    There was a silence.


    “I’ll ask Lester when I hear from him,” Donny said.


    “Okay, let me know. Thanks for dinner the other night. Trev and I both enjoyed it.”


    “My pleasure. And for the record? I highly approve of the new boyfriend. You’d better not screw this one up.”


    “I don’t intend to.”


    “Good to hear it. Ciao.”


    Dan swung by Corktown, but there were no signs of life at the house. It was better that way, because whenever he dropped in he seemed to interrupt work for the duration of his visit. He checked his watch. Trevor had promised to cook tonight, but there was still time to pick up dessert. He got back in the car and headed south. In his search for a new home, he’d considered the nearby historic Distillery District but found it too chi-chi for his tastes. Corktown had the right balance of down-at-heels charm buried in a solid neighbourhood sensibility. The Distillery would serve as his neighbourhood market. Despite how it attracted the moneyed demimonde, with their insatiable appetites and imperious tastes, Dan loved its cobblestone walkways and stone buildings.


    The storm broke as he parked. Rain scattered the pedestrians, sluicing down the windows of bars and trendy cafés and the chocolate factory, forming a river along the cobblestone. Whatever Trevor had planned for supper, there was always room for chocolate. It gave Dan a warm feeling to buy him things, to show that he hardly stopped thinking about him all day long. He didn’t want to consider whether this was a healthy expression of love or a subliminal form of bribery or merely an infatuation bordering on obsession, but somehow Trevor was never far from his mind.


    Chocolate in hand, he made it back in time for dinner. A yeasty odour permeated the house with its warm-smelling goodness.


    “Do I smell bread?” he called out.


    “You do,” came the reply.


    “You were out working all day and you come home and bake?”


    Trevor grinned as he entered the kitchen. “You can thank my compulsive behaviour.”


    “You don’t have to do this,” Dan said, “though I appreciate it.”


    “I can’t just sit around waiting for you to come home like some bored housewife.”


    Dan handed him the box of dessert. Trevor looked inside and beamed.


    “Mmmm … tarts. This will go nicely with what we’re having.”


    “That’s what I thought.”


    Trevor wrapped a dishtowel around his hands and removed a tray of rolls from the oven. He offered one to Dan.


    “Good day?” he asked.


    Dan pulled the roll open and savoured the steamy release of air.


    “Actually, yes. I finally talked to Donny and got the story about Lester. I’m not sure it’s anything to worry about.” He took a bite. “Mmmm! Apart from that, I mostly played hooky after meeting with the police. Unlike you, I haven’t done much of anything.”


    “Lucky you.”


    Dan took another bite. “These are fantastic.”


    “I do my best. So you were saying about the police? Did they ask more questions?”


    “They asked me to hand over my sources. I gather they were impressed that I was able to find Darryl Hillary so fast, even if I found him too late to save him.”


    Trevor set the tray down and turned off the oven. “And?”


    “I can’t do it. If I give them names, those people will never speak to me again and they certainly won’t help the police out. I went over to talk to one of my sources about it afterward, but I already knew the answer.

    It’s like asking someone to climb the Berlin Wall. It’s verboten with that set.”


    “Maybe it’s better that way. To leave you out of it, I mean …”


    The phone rang.


    “I’ll get it upstairs,” Dan said.


    “Dinner’s in forty-five minutes,” Trevor called after him in an admonitory tone. “So don’t go anywhere.”


    “Got it,” Dan said.


    He bounded up the stairs to his office. He grabbed the phone and listened to the deep voice asking for Dan Sharp. Gravel-tinged, enigmatic. Like its owner was used to keeping people guessing.


    “That’s me,” Dan replied.


    “You come highly recommended.”


    “That could mean a lot of things.”


    Dan heard a begrudging laugh.


    “Well, what it means at this moment is that I would like to hire you. If possible, I would very much like to meet with you to discuss my concerns.”


    Dan paused. Nothing further was forthcoming from the voice on the other end.


    “Are you still there?”


    “Yes,” Dan said. “Before we go any further, who am I speaking to?”


    There was a long pause. Dan thought for a moment the caller was considering giving him a false name. Finally, he spoke.


    “My name is Jags Rohmer.”


    Now it was Dan’s turn to be tongue-tied.


    “The Jags Rohmer?”


    Sarcasm crept into the voice. “How many do you know?”


    “Okay, I will meet you, Mr. Rohmer.”


    The voice turned coy. “Because I’m famous?”


    “No, because now I believe you’re serious.”


    “Good. May I come by in ten minutes?”


    Dan hesitated. “I’m free for another forty-five minutes. After that I’ve got a family commitment.”


    “This won’t take long.”


    “Okay. My address is …”


    “I have your address. I’ll see you in ten minutes.”


    He hung up and sat back in his seat.


    Jags Rohmer was Canada’s answer to David Bowie,

    at least if you thought Canada couldn’t afford stars who weren’t copycats of somebody else. As far as Dan was concerned, Rohmer was a far more wide-ranging musician than the average pop star. He was a singer, songwriter, keyboard player, and performer on any number of obscure, indigenous instruments that gave his music its unusual tones. He’d emerged from the ruins of the punk scene in the late seventies. His career had been on the ascendant through the eighties, but he went silent in the mid-nineties, all but disappearing after that. A final, cryptic album emerged in the wake of 9/11, coming like a eulogy on the world and vanishing in the aftermath of the disaster. For many, it had seemed his epitaph. Most of his diehard fans hated it, but a few lauded it as a masterpiece of nuance and newfound maturity. They waited impatiently for more, but nothing had been forthcoming since. Many thought he’d died.


    And now he’d just been resurrected on the other end of the phone.


    Dan went downstairs where Ked had just returned from his mother’s.


    “Hey, Dad!”


    “Hey, sonny boy!”


    Ked gave him a funny look. “What is this? An episode of Father Knows Best?”


    Dan snorted. “Maybe. It sounds like something they ought to consider making a national holiday.”


    “Yeah, as if.”


    A few minutes later, Ked was helping Trevor set the table when the doorbell rang.


    “I’ll get it!” Ked yelled, as he dashed to the front door.


    They heard a mumbled conversation then Ked returned to the kitchen.


    Ked: “Dad, um, Jags Rohmer is at the door?”


    Dan: “Thanks, son. Please tell him I’ll be right there.”


    Ked: “Uh, yeah. I will.”


    He turned to Trevor. “Did you know about this?”


    Trevor shook his head.


    Ked took a big breath and headed for the hall. Before he reached it, he turned back and looked at Dan. “Is this for real?”


    “Yes, son.”


    “Whoa!” they heard him say as he rounded the corner and headed for the door.


    Dan’s first impression was how tall Jags Rohmer really was, though his presence defied logic and seemed to suggest he was even taller than his six foot three.


    “Come in,” Dan said.


    “Thanks, but …” Rohmer peered over Dan’s shoulder and waved at Trevor in the next room. “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to conduct business in my car.”


    Dan looked at him blankly.


    “If that’s all right with you. Just a preference.”


    Dan shrugged. “Sure.” He turned to the dining room. “I won’t be long,” he called to Trevor, closing the door behind him.


    A Porsche Carrera GT was parked outside the house. Dan had only a hazy idea of the vehicle’s cost, but he was pretty sure it easily equalled the price of his new house.


    “Nice car,” Dan said. “But if you ever come back, park it around the side so my neighbours won’t start getting strange ideas.”


    Jags smirked. They got in the car.


    “Shall we take a little ride?”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    He turned the key and the car drifted away from the curb. Jags manoeuvred a corner and headed south. The car felt airborne as the towers of the city approached. The ride was smooth, like a razor on glass.


    “Do you know anything about Porsches, Dan?”


    “Not a lot. Other than that I will never be able to buy one. That’s all I need to know.”


    “Fair enough. Let me tell you a few facts then. Just because I like to do that.” Jags looked over at him and winked. “Manufactured in Germany, as you probably know, this car has a 5.7 litre V10 engine. Six-twelve horsepower.”


    “Sounds very impressive.”


    “It is. The Porsche people claim you can accelerate from zero to a hundred kilometres in less than four seconds, with a maximum speed of 330 kliks. Fast, huh?”


    “Scary fast,” Dan agreed.


    “Personally, I’ve never managed to get from zero to a hundred in less than eight seconds, give or take a few nanos. On the other hand, I’ve had it up to 340 kliks, going full-out on a deserted stretch of highway in Joshua Tree National Park.”


    The city drifted by, soundless, outside the windows. Dan waited for Jags to tell him the reason for his visit, but he concentrated on driving. Traffic was thinning. They drifted lazily from lane to lane. Jags kept a light foot. The car moved along effortlessly.


    “As I said on the phone, you come highly recommended.”


    “Glad to hear it. What exactly have I been recommended to do?”


    Jags looked over. “I want to hire you to look out for me.”


    Dan was puzzled. “To look out for you?”


    “Watch my ass and keep me out of trouble.”


    “I think you’ve been misinformed. That’s not my field. I find missing people.”


    “Yes, that’s what I was told. What I want is something more proactive. I want you to prevent me from going missing.”


    Dan laughed. “I’m not a hard-ass. I’m not trained to fight to prevent anyone from being kidnapped, if that’s what you’re saying.”


    Jags turned in his seat and made a face. “Ach, it doesn’t have to be so intense and noirish. Nothing sinister in the wings. Mostly I want a babysitter — someone to keep on his toes when I can’t. I don’t want a SWAT team. I just need someone to watch my back.”


    “Fair enough. Why?”


    “Among other reasons, I’ve got a book coming out.”


    Dan was perplexed. “Fiction?”


    “No. Memoirs. It’s a tell-all about my sordid little life.”


    “Are you expecting some trouble from disgruntled former band members?”


    Jags laughed. “Yeah, you could say that. Former whatevers, in fact. Girlfriends, wives, songwriting partners. Just … whatever. I need someone to watch my back right now.”


    Dan made a face.


    “C’mon,” Jags told him. “I’m not expecting trouble,

    but I’m sure you could take out a few guys at once,

    if you wanted to. You’re built like a prize-fighter. Me? I’m turning into the Pillsbury Doughboy.”


    “Mr. Rohmer …”


    “Jags.”


    “Jags, I’m sure it would be an honour to work for you, but …”


    “But what?”


    “But it’s not my thing.”


    “That’s no reason. Look, I’ll pay you triple whatever you charge.”


    They were on the ramp running directly over Corktown. Dan glanced off to the right. One of those adjoining roofs was his. He thought of his diminishing reserves and the mounting costs for the new home. From missing persons investigator to bodyguard. Maybe it was time to expand his skill set.


    Jags turned off at the bottom of the ramp, heading up to Queen Street and then east again. They were soon back on Dan’s street. The car turned right and slid into place in front of Dan’s house.


    Jags turned to regard him. He looked at his dash. “You said forty-five minutes. We’ve got ten minutes left. So what do you think?”


    “Jags, I don’t think so …”


    Dan reached for the door handle. Jags snapped the lock down.


    “Do I have to kidnap you?”


    “That won’t help.” Something occurred to Dan. “You were at the police station today.”


    “Right. And you were at the elevator when I got off on the third floor. Green striped V-neck T-shirt and jeans.

    With the older man in the checked shirt and beige pants.”


    “Good recall,” Dan said. “Is that where you got my name?”


    Jags nodded. “I met with some police officers there. A dumpy one and a short one who thinks he’s Cock of the Walk.”


    An image of Detective Danes and Constable Pfeiffer came to Dan’s mind. “Yeah, I think I know the ones you mean.”


    “They recommended you to me. The older guy told them you were cool.”


    Dan wondered what Ed had said to Detective Danes and Constable Pfeiffer to make them recommend him.


    “Did they tell you my last client was murdered?”


    “Is that a joke?”


    “I never joke.”


    “I like you even better then. Did your last client hire you to be his bodyguard?”


    “No. I never met him. His sister hired me to find him. He disappeared a few days before I found him. I got there too late.”


    “That’s different. Not your fault.”


    Dan sized him up. “Did they tell you I was gay?”


    “I don’t mind queers.”


    Dan held up a warning finger. “I can use that word. You can’t.”


    Jags’ mouth twitched into a smile. “Ooh, discrimination.”


    “You betcha. That’s our word now.”


    “Better tell the boys at Metro HQ. I don’t think they got the memo.”


    Dan smiled. “I hear you.”


    He looked off across the street at a couple passing by with a baby in a stroller. How had his life become so different from everyone else’s?


    Jags placed a hand on Dan’s shoulder. “Look, Dan —

    I checked you out. You come highly recommended from a number of sources, not just the cops. Plus I like you — you talk straight. Well, for a gay guy.” He smiled again. “I’d trust you before I’d trust one of those muscle-bound lunks you meet at the gym and whatnot.”


    “I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”


    “Sure it is.” Jags seemed to be running out of arguments. “Look, do you have anything pressing at the moment? Apart from your murdered client, I mean.”


    Dan inclined his head. “Actually, no.”


    “Then why not try it for a week? It won’t be an everyday thing. Every other day, at best. Mostly when I do public appearances.”


    He released the lock and waited.


    Dan’s hand moved to the handle. He turned to Jags. “Okay. I’ll try it.”


    “Good. Any questions?”


    “Just one. Where’d you get your name?”


    Jags smiled. “I’m very fond of cars, as you can see. By the time my first record came out, I’d already smashed up three Jaguars.”


    “Ouch. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. That’s a very cool car.”


    “Tell me about it.”


    Dan got out of the car. It turned sleekly and drove off with a whoosh! leaving him standing on the sidewalk outside his home.

  


  
    Ten


    Fame


    Trevor and Ked were in the living room when Dan entered. They reminded him of a pair of devious teenagers who minutes before had been smoking and playing cards, but were now trying to simulate innocence while noxious fumes hung in the air.


    “Well?” Trevor ventured.


    “I’ve got Jags Rohmer as a client,” he told them.


    “Dad, that’s so cool!” Ked exclaimed.


    “But you’re not to tell anyone,” Dan quickly added.


    “What? No fair!”


    “You heard me. This is a confidential arrangement. You can talk about it when the job is done.”


    Ked glowered. “Then why did you have to tell me now?”


    “Because I need to keep you in the loop. It’s going to change a few things around here. And by the way, your dog needs walking. He told me so at the door when I came in.”


    Ked rolled his eyes then stomped out of the room.


    “Congratulations, I guess?” Trevor said.


    Dan shrugged. “I took the job because I need the money, not because he’s famous.”


    “Good money?”


    “Very good.” He stopped to consider. “And I think I might like the guy.”


    “That’s always a plus. So what will you be doing for him? Did he lose someone?”


    Dan looked at him. “Actually, no. He didn’t lose anyone. He needs a bodyguard so he doesn’t lose himself.”


    Trevor shook his head. “Since when are you a bodyguard?”


    “Since today. Are you shocked?”


    Trevor hesitated. “A little, I guess. What brought this on? For him, I mean.”


    “His autobiography is coming out and he wants back-up for his public appearances. And I need the cash flow right now.”


    Consternation showed on Trevor’s face. “Wish I could be more help in that department.”


    Dan held up his hand. “We agreed that’s not your part here. Not for now, anyway. I don’t want you to start worrying about it. Not about the house or about money or about anything.”


    “Well, good. I’ll just put all that worry on hold. Let me know when you think it’s time to start, because I’m sure I’ll be primed for it.” Trevor screwed up his mouth. Too much to say and no good way to say it. “Will you have to carry a gun?”


    Dan shook his head. “This isn’t going to be dangerous.”


    “Still, I mean … a bodyguard? It sounds a bit ominous, Dan.”


    Dan hesitated. He hadn’t really considered Trevor’s reaction when he agreed to take the job. “I’m sorry,

    I should have discussed it with you first. I don’t want to give you anything to worry about.”


    Trevor shook his head. “That’s not it. I know you’ll be sensible.”


    “What is it then?”


    Trevor shrugged. “I just wish you had a risk-free job.”


    “Like what, an accountant?”


    Trevor grinned. “Yeah, something like that. You’d make a super-sexy accountant in your pinstripe three-piece. Anyway, supper is nearly ready. Be a good boy and go wash your hands and get ready to eat. Afterward, you can be my dishwasher. That’s relatively safe, I think.”


    “Give me five minutes. I’ve got a few phone calls to make first.”


    “Don’t be long,” Trevor said with mock-gruffness.


    His office felt like a tomb. Lights down low, the rumble of traffic outside on the street, the air nicely chill from the AC. Death might be a pleasant lull, if this was any indication. All that peace and nothing to disturb you. He had Ed on the phone. His ex-boss sounded happily surprised to hear from him. He was probably hoping Dan had changed his mind about offering his sources. Dan nipped that possibility in the bud. He didn’t want it to become an issue, especially as he’d cultivated a number of those sources while working for Ed’s firm. He mentioned Jags Rohmer. Ed remembered the name from their conversation outside the elevator but still had only a vague idea who he was.


    “I could hum a few bars of his songs if you think it would help.”


    “No, thanks, Daniel. I seem to recall that you’re a worse singer than I am. My ex-wife said something to that effect in her divorce suit. Anyway, what about him?”


    “He showed up on my doorstep this evening. He wants to hire me as a bodyguard.”


    “A bodyguard?” Ed snorted.


    “Yes. I was wondering if you had anything to do with it.”


    “Not intentionally. Does this have something to do with our meeting at the police station?”


    “He seemed to think you recommended me to them. I wondered if you said anything to make them think I did personal bodyguard work.”


    “Not me,” Ed said.


    “Okay, no problem.”


    “My turn. I know it’s none of my business, but don’t tell me that. One of your last cases with us, right before you deserted us …”


    “Before I retired from the firm,” Dan corrected.


    “Whatever you want to call it. And I’m still trying to find a replacement, by the way, so the offer to return is still there. Anyway, right before you left me without the best investigator I ever had, there was a case involving a teenager who went missing after being picked up by the police for soliciting at a gay cruising area in Oshawa.”


    A pot clanked downstairs in the kitchen.


    Ed was referring to Lester before he changed his name from Richard and before he had the good fortune to move in with Donny.


    ‘I vaguely remember it.”


    “Vaguely? Like hell, Danny. You’ve got a mind like a steel trap.”


    “As I said, I vaguely remember it, but go on.”


    “No need. You just answered my question.”


    “What question?”


    “Whether you solved the case or not.”


    Dan hesitated. “I never found Richard Phillips.”


    Ed was silent for a while. Then he burst out laughing. “You ‘vaguely’ remember it yet you have the boy’s name on the tip of your tongue.”


    “I remember some things better than others.”


    “But you didn’t find him?”


    “I didn’t find Richard Phillips, no.”


    “I wondered. Because that was the only case where you ever showed a ‘no return’ on a file. No clues, no possible leads. It just didn’t add up. Not for the unshakable Dan Sharp.”


    “You can’t win ’em all, Ed.”


    “I guess not. Okay, I just wondered.”


    “Should I ask why?”


    Ed sighed. “I’m not supposed to say anything, but there is a possibility that somehow that boy’s case is connected to the current investigation.”


    Dan felt a tingle. “In what way?”


    “That’s all I can say for now, Daniel. You’re not the only one who keeps secrets.”


    “Point taken.”


    Dan was beginning to feel bad for not telling Ed the truth. He thought about it while the line hummed between them. Downstairs, the front door opened. Ked had returned with Ralph. A leash tinkled, claws scampered across the floor.


    “Do you remember how old that kid was, Ed?”


    “No. I don’t have that kind of memory. How old was he?”


    “He turned fifteen just after the case came to us. His birthday is the day before Ked’s.”


    “Interesting coincidence. So?”


    “So … Ked’s birthday is next month. Ask me in a month and I might remember the case a little more clearly.”


    Ed guffawed. “Meaning when the boy is sixteen and legal. You do know where he is!”


    “Gotta go, Ed. Supper’s on the table.”


    He put down the phone then picked it up again immediately. What are the chances? he asked himself, pulling out the card for the chief of police. He stared at the small white rectangle with its neat blue lines. All that law and order nestled in the palm of his hand. He started dialling.


    When Dan came back downstairs he found Trevor seated at the table with a knowing look on his face. Ked drummed his fingers on the tabletop and looked off in the distance. Dan glanced up at the clock: he’d been considerably more than five minutes.


    “You’re incorrigible,” Trevor said, shaking his head.


    “Yeah, and he’s late, too,” Ked added.


    Dan tried to look chagrined. “That’s pretty much the same conclusion Ed Burch just drew about me. Sorry, I was a bit longer than I’d expected.”


    Trevor indicated the empty place. “Sit. Nothing got burned, but the pasta’s going to be soggy.”


    “Does working for Jags Rohmer mean you’re going to become completely unreliable from now on, Dad?” Ked asked.


    Dan turned to him. “Just remember: Father Knows Best. If you can do that, all will be well.”


    Ked harrumphed.


    Trevor set their plates on the table. Ked dug in, all but wolfing down his food. Dan picked up his fork then looked away. A streetcar went by on Queen, making the walls tremble.


    Trevor waited for him to begin. Dan was lost in thought.


    “Want to talk about it?”


    Dan looked over. “What?”


    “I’m not prying, but you seem preoccupied.”


    “Yeah, it’s all right.” He speared a piece of rigatoni and gulped it down. “I called Ed. My former boss. Ed didn’t know about Jags. In fact, if you can believe it, Ed doesn’t even know who he is apart from ‘some old rocker.’ Personally, I find it hard to believe that anyone over the age of ten cannot have an idea who Jags Rohmer is, but that’s beside the point. Ed lives in his own world anyway, so I’ll leave him to it.”


    Trevor held up a carafe. Ruby red. “Wine?”


    “Yes, please,” Ked piped up. “It will make up for the unconscionable wait.”


    Dan looked over at his son. “‘Unconscionable’?”


    Ked shrugged. “Incorrigible, unconscionable — what’s the difference?”


    “About the same difference as between wine and root beer. Your drink’s in the fridge, by the way. Help yourself, buddy.”


    Ked got up and went to the fridge.


    Trevor filled his glass. Dan took a gulp of wine without tasting it.


    “Where was I? Oh, yes — Jags Rohmer and Ed Burch. So there’s that. Then I …”


    Trevor put up a hand. “Wait a minute. There’s what?”


    Dan shook his head, clearing the cobwebs. “He didn’t know anything about my being hired by Jags. But Jags told me Ed had recommended me to two of the cops I met this morning. Ed didn’t feel he’d said anything to that effect.”


    “Meaning?”


    “I don’t know. It’s just odd, isn’t it? The person who hires you says you’ve been recommended by a friend and the friend says nothing of the sort happened.”


    “Yes, it’s odd.”


    “So then I phoned the chief of police …”


    Trevor and Ked caught each other’s glance.


    “What?” Dan asked.


    Trevor shook his head. “First Jags Rohmer and now the chief of police? Where have you been hanging out lately?”


    “Yeah. Take us with you next time, Dad,” Ked said then bent his head and began shovelling pasta into his mouth.


    “Anyway,” Dan continued, spearing a stalk of asparagus with his fork. He brought it to his mouth then put it down again. “I was shocked when I was actually put through to his private line. It’s like I had a magic pass or something. All he could tell me is that he and his crew had a meeting with Jags and somehow my name came up as a possible bodyguard for hire.”


    “So it should be all right then. Shouldn’t it?”


    “I guess. I gather Jags was insistent on wanting some sort of protection and they weren’t about to provide it for him, so they eased him off on me. At least that’s the sense I got. I know Ed Burch provided some impeccable references for me, but he wouldn’t recommend me as a bodyguard. It’s just not something I’ve ever done before.”


    Trevor took stock of this. “When do you start?”


    Dan thought back to his conversation with Jags. “I don’t know. He never said.” He finally tucked a bite of pasta into his mouth.


    Trevor cocked an eyebrow at him. “It all sounds a bit sketchy to me.”


    Ked sat back, regarding Dan over a frothy glass of root beer. “To me, too.” He shrugged. “But Father Knows Best, right?”


    “That’s right,” Dan told him. “You just keep telling yourself that.”


    Trevor passed the basket of rolls.


    “Anyway, as long as I get paid, it doesn’t matter,” Dan said, reaching for a roll and never thinking for a moment how much he might regret having said that in the days to come.


    


    A week went by. Dan heard nothing further from the police department about the murder investigation. He called Darlene Hillary one morning, murmuring vague reassurances that things were pending. They both knew it meant nothing. Dan wished he hadn’t said he’d try to help. A lover’s promise whispered in the heat of passion, gone forever afterward.


    Jags, on the other hand, was true to his word. He wasn’t overly demanding of Dan’s time or resources. They met midweek to discuss Dan’s salary and his duties. None of what Jags proposed sounded pressing, so Dan began to relax. The most worrying thing was Jags’ confession about his behaviour.


    “I apologize in advance,” he told Dan. The voice was gravelly, like he’d been up singing dirges all night. “But you may from time to time have to put up with my whims.”


    “‘Whims’?”


    “Moods. Hissy fits. Don’t take offence. I piss everyone off, sooner or later.”


    “Ah, you mean that bitchy rock star stuff. Are you saying you want me to put you in your place from time to time?”


    Jags cocked a shaggy eyebrow at him. “Something like that.”


    “No problem.”


    He handed Dan a complicated-looking set of keys, like something a medieval monk might remove from his cassock as he went about taking last confessions from dying prisoners. “For my penthouse,” he said, reciting the address of a well-known luxury condominium. “It’ll save you having to get past security. And believe me, you’d rather not deal with them if you don’t have to.”


    “Man-eaters?”


    “Eastern European ex-Stasi. Very efficient. Very deadly. Just like a pack of Rottweilers.” He nodded to the ring. “There’s an additional key on there. It’s for my house on Algonquin Island.”


    “Nice.”


    Dan pictured the reclusive slip of land fronting the harbour, one in a chain of islands protecting the city from offshore squalls in this century and from marauding Americans in earlier times.


    “You probably won’t need to use it,” Jags continued, “but you have it anyway. I’ll write the address down for you with a map, because otherwise you’d never find it.”


    For the most part, Jags seemed to want Dan around for public appearances. To date, that had consisted of accompanying him on a shopping spree at Holt Renfrew. Despite the warnings about his temperament, Jags didn’t treat Dan as an underling so much as a companion.

    He even deferred to Dan’s taste in clothes, wanting his

    opinion on a Zegna blazer and a silk Armani shirt, along with a pair of six-hundred-dollar Ferragamo loafers. Dan okayed the purchases then directed him to Farley Chatto, one of his favourite designers. (Hey! Everyone needs a little Farley in their life ran the designer’s

    slogan.) Donny had recently turned him onto the Regina native, who had designed for Elton John among others.

    Not that Dan could afford a Farley any more than he could the Italian designers. Nor did he have much to dress up for apart from the occasional funeral, but he still enjoyed wearing homegrown chic. For his part, Jags was suitably impressed with the whimsical, sexy designs. He held up a jacket with silk satin detailing.

    A mere $3000.


    “I like it,” he said.


    After that, he routinely asked for Dan’s opinion.


    “I draw the line at underwear,” Dan warned.


    He was beginning to feel as if he’d been brought

    on a shopping spree by his best friend. His very rich best friend. No one approached Jags directly, not even to ask for an autograph, though he was recognized several times that afternoon. The crowd seemed intimidated by him. Of course, Dan thought. Torontonians don’t approach celebrities. We stand and gawk from afar. He was amused by their reticence, knowing that in LA or New York, Jags would be deluged with requests for autographs and photographs, even donations to improbable causes. The dreary side of being rich and recognizable.


    The only difficult moment came when Dan tried to stop a young woman from taking Jags’ photograph with her cellphone. He got a sense of how celebrities must feel like animals in a zoo, with people turning to stare at the exotica, never leaving you alone for a moment. Always feeling you needed to be on guard,

    to look your best. Always being on. You would hate it,

    he realized.


    The woman looked terrified the instant Dan turned to her. Though he wasn’t acting in an official capacity, and nothing about his dress suggested security, his body language said he was in charge.


    He wagged a finger, blocking her view of the singer,

    who was buried up to the elbows in a sale table of cashmere sweaters like a kid bent on finding free candy. The woman’s eyes widened, darting nervously around as though she might need to escape if he became dangerous.


    “No photographs, please,” Dan said calmly.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, pocketing the phone. “It’s really him, isn’t it?”


    Her face was pink, her breathing shallow and quick. She had all the symptoms of love at first sight.


    Dan nodded. “It really is.”


    “Please tell him I love him,” she gushed. “I always have.”


    “Right.”


    “Tell him we’re all waiting for his next album.”


    She continued to stare, as though he were the doorway to the universe where all the fabulous people like Jags Rohmer lived.


    “Tell him he should do a duet with Prince …”


    “Will do. Thanks. Let’s let the man have some peace.”


    “Sorry. Yeah, sure.”


    He watched her slink away in the direction of ladies lingerie, an overgrown teenager stalking her heartthrob. Maybe her next purchase would reflect her true desires: a discreet pair of black undies that she would willingly discard for him and him alone. Who knew, but she might return in five minutes asking for an address, somewhere to mail them to him, only slightly used.


    Throughout all of this, Jags ignored the scene, acting as though none of it concerned him. Only later did it occur to Dan that Jags had almost no contact with other people. Zilch. He never spoke of family or friends; no one called his cellphone. How was it that someone so well-known could be so isolated from the world?


    They left the store, exiting into gloom and merging with a stream of traffic under a nighttime sky that compressed the heat and held the city hostage in its relentless grip.

  


  
    Eleven


    Blue Mountains


    The heat wave lasted two full weeks before breaking

    over the course of several spectacular storms that trooped through the city, leaving considerable damage behind. The garage fires subsided. No one thought of them. The Canadian National Exhibition had started: Ferris wheels, trade shows, cotton candy, and a licence to get silly. Toronto turned its collective mind to fun.


    Mornings were cooler now, which meant for Dan that the day started on an easier footing. Life began to feel more under control. The renovations were going well and the pay for celebrity babysitting Jags was helping him relax.


    On Saturday, he drove Trevor to the airport to catch an early flight to BC where he hoped to tackle some unfinished business and put his house up for sale. If all went well, Dan reasoned, Trevor would be ready to step into his new life entirely when he returned.


    Ked had gone to spend the weekend at his mother’s. Dan returned to an empty house, apart from one yellow dog with a questioning look on its face.


    “I know what you’re thinking,” Dan told him. “You’re wondering why the fun people always leave while the Grinch stays home? Is that it, boy?”


    Ralph silently wagged his tail.


    Dan had just crawled back into bed, hoping for one more hour of oblivion, when the phone rang. He rolled over and checked the clock: 8:57. He considered not answering but weakened on the fourth ring.


    It was Jags.


    “How are you tied in this weekend?” his employer asked, sounding like an aggressive trader keen on li-

    quidating his entire portfolio.


    Dan frowned. “Hello and how are you?”


    “Yeah, all of that. So how are things sitting with you?”


    Dan propped himself up on an elbow. “I’ve got a few things to do. Nothing pressing. What did you have in mind?”


    “I need to get out of town.”


    “Any particular reason?”


    “Pre-launch jitters. I need to get away from myself.”


    An interesting way of putting it, Dan mused, without pursuing the thought any further. He assumed this was one of Jags’ whims. If so, there was no use questioning it. He’d already said they came and went without warning.


    “I’m thinking a couple hours north of here,” Jags continued. “I’ve got a little cottage up Collingwood way.”


    “That’s a nice area. How long are we talking?”


    There was a pause. “I don’t know. A couple days at most, nothing more than that.”


    Dan tried to recall what Trevor had said about his return flight. Was it Tuesday or Wednesday? He’d written it down somewhere, but in his pre-caffeinated state he couldn’t think where. Oh, right — the calendar! He glanced over at the circled date: Wednesday. Dan had promised to pick him up at the airport. Ked would be back from his mother’s on Sunday evening, but he’d be fine on his own for one night or else he could stay with Kendra if he preferred.


    “So what do you think? I don’t mean to pressure you, but I’ve gotta get the fuck out of here.”


    An urgent whim then.


    The voice was edgy, bordering on anxious. Dan wondered what he might be faced with if he and Jags spent the weekend confined in a remote cottage. Did zoo keepers separate the bears come closing time or did they all sleep in one happy little enclosure?


    “I’m good till Wednesday,” he said, even as he regretted giving Jags such wide latitude.


    “We’ll be back by then,” Jags declared. “I need to be back for some press stuff on Tuesday afternoon. Anyway, that gives us three days. So we’re cool, yeah?”


    “Good with me,” Dan said. He had a sudden thought. “Oh, shit! The dog.”


    “Bring him,” Jags said immediately. “I like dogs.”


    “Are you sure? What about your car? He’s not really Porsche-trained.”


    Jags thought this over. “I’ll use a different car. Something that’s less noticeable.”


    Again it was a strange way of putting things, but Dan let it pass.


    “I’ll swing by in half an hour and pick you up. Don’t pack anything but a change of clothes,” Jags said. “I have everything you need up there.”


    


    Two hours passed. Dan was beginning to think Jags had changed his mind when he drove up in a beat-up station wagon, apparently the reason for the delay. He greeted Dan curtly, paying no attention to Ralph. For a man who claimed to like dogs, he seemed at a loss on how to deal with one. Ralph came up to him and waited for the obligatory pat on the head. Jags looked at him twice then walked away. Undaunted, Ralph followed.


    “Why is he doing that?” Jags asked.


    “It means he likes you.”


    “Oh. Kind of like a fan following me around.”


    “Something like that. Give him a pat and he’ll stop.”


    Jags touched the top of Ralph’s head. Satisfied, Ralph trotted back to Dan, who ordered him into the back seat, where he settled with a grunt and a look of satisfaction, knowing he was going on an adventure.


    They set off. Jags seemed distant as he navigated the maze of one-way streets leading to the expressway. Presumably this was one of those moods he’d warned Dan about. Don’t take offence. I piss everyone off, sooner or later. Sooner rather than later then, was what it looked like.


    “Is something wrong?” Dan asked when they’d been in the car ten minutes and Jags had hardly spoken.


    “No, nothing.”


    “You seem preoccupied.”


    Jags shrugged it off. “Just watching the traffic. It’s a weekend. You know how all the shitty drivers come out then.”


    “That’s normal.”


    “It’s just …”


    “Just what?” Dan prompted.


    There was a pause. Jags glanced down at his phone. “I’ve been getting these weird calls. Hangups and whatnot.”


    “Crazed fans?” Dan asked, trying to make light of it.


    Jags grunted. “Maybe. It’s just that no one has this number.” He brightened. “It’s probably nothing.”


    “‘Nothing’ is good,” Dan said.


    Jags slipped a CD into the player. If Dan thought he was going to be serenaded with a full-tilt Jags Rohmer soundtrack on the way up, he was mistaken. Jags’ preference for travelling was light classical music: Telemann’s Paris Quartets, to be exact.


    Once past the city limits, Jags relaxed. His driving was every bit as expert in the wagon as it had been in the Porsche. His preference for speed was obvious, although Dan never felt unsafe. Dan caught him checking the rear-view mirror every few minutes. He saw Dan watching him and laughed.


    “Just keeping an eye out for cops,” he said. “I’ve got a heavy accelerator foot.”


    He slowed and pulled over to the outside lane.


    Dan was beginning to wonder if Jags was on something when his mood finally broke and he started chatting. His publisher had been in touch; they’d had a favourable notice in the Globe and Mail. A good sign, Jags said. As far as reviews went, it was the more

    literary of the newspapers. If they liked his style — colourful, breezy, and straight-up — then others would be receptive to the book.


    Once he started talking, he didn’t seem to want to stop. Dan found his observations engaging. Nor did he dominate the talk, relegating Dan to the role of prisoner-listener. He was equally interested in Dan’s side of the conversation. For his part, Dan resisted asking the obvious questions about his life and his colourful career. He talked with him as he would with a new acquaintance about whom he knew a little, but presumed nothing. Jags seemed grateful to be treated as just another guy.


    The drive was quiet and uneventful. Jags made good time, even in his unassuming old carrier. Two hours north of Toronto, long before they closed in on Collingwood, the famous hills appeared in the distance like a smudge on the horizon. Blue and smoky. Dan had always been intrigued by their colour, how they managed to look that same cool shade of cobalt every time he approached. He’d heard various theories: the colour was caused by the atmosphere over the mountains or how light from the clouds diffracted as it hit the range or even that the blue pine forest with its billions of needles gave the mountains their unique appearance. In fact, it was none of the above. The mountains were composed of an unusual form of blue clay. It wasn’t an illusion. They really were blue.


    Dan was pleasantly surprised to discover that Jags’ cottage was unpretentious and humble. He thought the rock-and-roll crowd was all about ostentation and a primal scream approach to life, but then Jags Rohmer had always been a cut above the rest. He could growl out a raunchy blues number with the best of them, but his voice took on a quiet yearning when he needed to embellish an emotion. He had an innate feel for dramatic phrasing, not unlike an opera singer’s. His voice was authoritative yet soothing, as though urging you to do your best while consoling you for whatever trials you might be enduring. He appealed to both heart and mind, without condescending to either, and with more than a little soul to back it up.


    Dan stood back and watched Jags unlock the door then toss their bags inside. With Ralph leading the way, they took a quick tour. The property lay nestled in a small basin at the foot of the mountains, engulfed by the surrounding forest.


    “Nice place,” Dan said.


    “Thanks. I use it as an occasional retreat. A few days is usually enough for me. I can’t stay here long or I get antsy.”


    “Why’s that?”


    Jags shrugged. “When I bought the place, I had dreams of resurrecting my childhood. Lots and lots of solitude. The only problem is I’ve been a city dweller for my entire adult life, so coming here is always a bit of a shock. It hits me the way the chaos of the city hits people who aren’t used to that.”


    They wandered around the cottage and emerged on the far side. Jags looked ruefully at the building, as though reluctant to go in. He retrieved a couple of beers and they settled side by side on the porch. After a thorough sniff around the yard to make the acquaintance of the neighbours, both seen and unseen, Ralph settled at their feet and fell asleep. Apparently he’d found the drive taxing.


    Jags was relaxed now. He scanned the bush at the edge of the property line, as though measuring how far it had encroached in his absence. Despite his ambivalence for rural life, he seemed to be in his element. Dan felt he was seeing the real man at last.

    He ventured a question that had been on his mind since they’d met.


    “Where’d you go for the last ten years? What drove you away?”


    Jags swatted at a fly. He lifted his bottle and took a swig, his eyes searching the horizon again. “From the pop music circus, you mean?”


    Dan nodded. “Yeah, that.”


    “I got tired of it. You know John Lennon’s ‘Watching the Wheels’?”


    Dan nodded.


    “He wrote that song just as he was coming out of a five-year hiatus from recording. He wanted the world to know he’d stepped off the merry-go-round and was just living his life.”


    “Right before he was shot dead.”


    “Yeah — thanks for that little reminder. Anyway, that was me. I was a burnout. I just wanted to sit on the sidelines and watch it all going by. I had what everybody thought they wanted: fame, money, power. But they all had something I wanted.”


    “What’s that?”


    “A normal life.”


    Dan laughed. “You’re kidding me, right?”


    Jags scowled. “No, I’m not fucking kidding you. What are you laughing at?”


    “Jags, there’s no such thing as a normal life.”


    “Well, try living the kind of life I lived, where everybody has a claim on you, where everybody has expectations of you, and then you’ll know what I mean. I have no sense of what reality is.”


    Dan shook his head. “While you’re feeling sorry for yourself, stop to think about what everybody else has: kids who need things from you, spouses who want things from you, and — worst of all — demanding, insensitive employers who expect things from you. There’s no such thing as normal, Jags.”


    Jags seemed perturbed by this, like an astronaut returning from an extended voyage in outer space and confronting G-forces for the first time in years. “Well, anyway, I’m tired of people wanting things from me. I just want to be left alone.”


    “Yeah, you and Greta Garbo. Good luck with that.”


    Jags looked at him from the corner of an eye. “Asshole,” he said.


    Dan shrugged. “Pretentious twat.”


    They both laughed at the same time. Jags grabbed him by the wrists and shook his arms.


    “See, this is what I’ve been dying for. Someone to treat me like the idiot I am. Someone to tell it to me like it is.”


    “You should have had kids,” Dan reflected. “They do it for free.”


    “Fuck. Do you think maybe I’ve just taken myself too seriously for too many years?”


    Dan shrugged. “Could be.”


    Jags let go of his wrists. “Thanks, buddy. For telling it to me like it is.”


    “Any time.”


    


    Half an hour later, they headed inside. A stone chimney dominated the centre of the room. Jags took a bottle of bourbon off a shelf and poured two glasses, sliding one across to Dan.


    Dan shook his head. His mind was buzzing with half-remembered sensations of all-night drinking sessions long past. He didn’t want them to return.


    “Can’t do it. I’m on the wagon,” he said. “Besides, I won’t be much good to you as a bodyguard if I’m drinking.”


    Jags didn’t appear to be listening. He downed his glass then stood and kicked an empty firewood cradle.


    “We’ll need to get a few logs in, in case we feel like a fire later,” he said. “Not that it’ll get cold, but it’s always nice for atmosphere.”


    The cottage was open-concept, apart from a bathroom and a single bedroom furnished with double bunk beds. Dan wondered for a moment if Jags did have kids after all, but then remembered it was his own childhood he said he’d been trying to recreate. The other sleeping spaces included elevated lofts at either end, open to the rest of the cottage. Dan worried how comfortable he was going to be without privacy, but then they weren’t planning on a long stay.


    “Where will I sleep?”


    “Wherever. Pick a bed or a couch and make yourself comfy when the time comes. There are blankets and pillows in the closet. You can sleep on that couch there” — he pointed out a long grey sofa that resembled a giant cigar with back support and end flaps — “if

    you want something really snazzy. Big designer number.

    It cost me ten thousand dollars.”


    Jags pulled something from a satchel and tossed it at Dan. “Here,” he said. “In case you get bored.”


    Dan looked down at a copy of Jags’ autobiography with a happy-looking Jags beaming at the world from the cover.


    “Nice shot,” he said.


    “Yeah. It’s not the real me, though.” Jags shrugged and looked around the space. “It’s too fucking quiet in here.”


    He flicked on the stereo. Something loud and punk filled the room. Dan found it irritating. He preferred the Telemann. He followed Jags into a bedroom that doubled as an office. A skull sat on a bookshelf, face turned to the wall. Dan picked it up. The thing leered at him. It looked real, though it might have been a monkey skull, he reasoned. Wasn’t it illegal to own human remains?


    He looked at Jags. “What’s this for?”


    “Gift from an obsessive fan. Memento mori. You know what that means?”


    “Sure. ‘Remember you will die.’”


    “That’s right. Not something we can afford to forget. Death comes to us all.”


    Dan set the skull back on the shelf, aiming the eye sockets at the room like twin camera lenses. “A bit maudlin, isn’t it?”


    Jags looked up and grimaced. “Yeah. Could you just turn it back around?”


    Dan angled the sepulchral leer to the wall. Over in a far corner, a noose dangled from an exposed ceiling beam.


    “And that?”


    Jags sipped his bourbon. “Just a prop. From one of my tours.”


    “Nice. Adds to the décor.”


    “That’s why I like you. You don’t stand there and pretend it’s raining when someone’s pissing on your head.”


    Dan laughed. “I’ve heard it said in much less flattering terms. Thanks for the literary spin on it.”


    Jags lifted his glass and drank. “Any time.”


    The music got raunchier as Jags got drunker. He shifted his focus to a pile of papers, riffling through them — who knew what lay there, maybe a year’s worth of laundry lists or a brilliant set of song lyrics never heard by the public — leaving Dan on his own.


    Jags’ agent called. Jags answered but left the music turned up loud while they talked. They seemed to be quarrelling over something, though it might simply have been his way of conversing over loud music. Dan went outside, letting the screen door bang. If Jags wanted noise then he could provide a reasonable soundtrack without much difficulty.


    Jags’ voice followed him out of the house and into the yard. The surrounding brush was dense and led to an even denser forest not far off. The tree line was broken occasionally by barren rock that cropped up here and there. A crescent moon hung in the sky. Dan could never remember when it was on the wane and when newly reborn. Waning, he guessed.


    Ralph got up and followed Dan around the back of the cottage. It was nearly dusk. A bat flitted through the air, hungry for its first taste of insect. Dan liked bats, even if other people feared them. On the other hand, he disliked bugs. Bats ate a third of their weight in insects each night. If bats went extinct, he reasoned, the world would be overrun with creepy-crawlies. Therefore it was better to like bats.


    He returned with a few pieces of firewood in hand and dropped them beside the fireplace. Jags finished his call and began to make supper. The meal wasn’t particularly memorable as far as Dan was concerned, having been spoiled by Trevor’s gourmet skills the past few months. During dinner, Jags kept the bottle of bourbon beside his plate. He refilled his glass as soon as it went down a bit. He drank much faster than Dan had even in his heavy drinking days. His speech soon got a little rough around the edges.


    After supper he egged Dan into a game of chess. Dan hadn’t played in years and knew his game was rotten. Even drunk, Jags beat him after a half-dozen moves. Jags sneered and put the board away. He went out on the porch and lit a cigarette, staring off into the darkness outlining the trees.


    Eventually, he came back in. He sat with his glass and tilted the bottle toward him, sending an amber rivulet across the table. He didn’t bother to clean it up. It ran over the edge and onto the floor. Dan had seen this sort of drunken behaviour before. He wasn’t going to start pandering to an overgrown slob. Besides, it wasn’t his cabin.


    As Jags got sloppier, Dan was reminded of how his father used to drink himself to sleep. Or to oblivion, whichever came first. The drinking went on till Dan left home at seventeen. Presumably it continued till his father’s death ended the long, sad saga.


    Dan looked over where Jags lay with his head on the table. As far as he was concerned, his bodyguard duties didn’t include putting drunken rock stars to bed. He could stay there till morning and wake with a crick in his neck or maybe he’d be lucky and have to get up to puke in the middle of the night and crawl off to the bedroom. Either way, Dan was prepared to leave him at the table to fend for himself, invoking the self-righteousness of an ex-drinker.


    It felt late. There’d be no fire tonight. Dan turned off the stereo. He went around the room closing the shutters, before putting out the lights and settling on the ten-thousand-dollar-sofa. It didn’t feel any more comfortable than a regular sofa. Jags could have bought something for five hundred dollars and put the rest of the money to better use.


    He picked up Jags’ book. It was an engaging read, but his depiction of childhood sounded almost too ideal. It included everything but the gingerbread house and the devoted mother wearing an apron day and night, at least until Jags ran away as a teenager and found himself in Toronto’s Queen West punk scene. What could have been more normal than that?


    Jags was harder on no one more than himself. He was candid about his drug abuse and his relationship problems. The whiffs of scandal felt more like true confessions from a friend with a problem to confide, rather than a plea for sympathy. When it involved others, Jags was credible and kind in his reportage. Dan had read more than half the book by the time he put out the light and lay on the pillow, wondering how long it would take to fall asleep.


    


    He stirred and lifted his head in darkness. Something had woken him: a ghostly hand on his throat, a spirit visiting his dreams. His watch glowed: 1:33. He’d been asleep for two hours. Ralph lay on the rug beside the couch, alert.


    Jags was no longer at the table. The bedroom door was closed. An unearthly sound spread through the room. It was Ralph, growling long and low. He was up now and staring at the door. The fur on his back bristled. Inside, they were safe from prowling animals, Dan knew. Not even a bear could get in, unless it happened to be able to pick locks. Still, knowing how isolated they were from the world and how complete the darkness was outside left him feeling vulnerable. He wondered what sort of people might be in the area looking for uninhabited cabins to rob. The alternative could be worse. What if someone had spotted Jags’ car and thought they were easy marks out there in the middle of nowhere?


    Ralph continued the low, sustained growl deep in his throat. Dan pulled on his jeans and crept over to the window. He stood looking out on total blackness.

    If there was anything out there, he couldn’t see it.

    He thought he heard Jags snoring in the other room.

    A sleeping drunk was a happy drunk.


    The wind blew around the cabin, a low drone that died to a whisper before picking up again. It worried Dan. If there were anything prowling outside,

    he wouldn’t hear it.


    Ralph’s growling rose to an eerie falsetto whine. Clearly he too was worried by the possibilities. Dan turned to him.


    “What is it, buddy? Do you smell something?”


    Encouraged by Dan’s words, Ralph went to the door, sniffing and scratching at the sill.


    “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to let you out,” Dan told him. “Whatever’s out there could be a lot bigger than you. And it might like to eat dogs.”


    Ralph looked questioningly at him. Dan’s hand crept over his head and patted his neck.


    “Glad you’re here, Ralphie,” he said. “When we get home, you get an extra bone.”


    A light rain began to fall. It grew steadily stronger as the wind increased. Dan continued to watch out the window. Shapes defined themselves in the darkness, the black outline of trees shivering in the gusts, the shed with the car farther off. He didn’t check his watch again till he felt his legs tire. He was shocked to see the time: 3:46 a.m. He’d been standing and staring out the window for more than two hours. It seemed like he’d been there for about twenty-five minutes. Time had slipped past while he was focused on the darkness outside. Somehow, it had contracted and pulled him in with it. Maybe he was being absorbed into a black hole. Maybe it would seem like that in the tomb.


    He stood there a while longer, reluctant to give up his vigil. Finally, the weariness in his legs told him to stop. Nothing more would happen tonight. He lay down again, trying to remain alert and conscious. He was asleep again in minutes.


    


    Morning, a shaft of light bisected the gloom, lighting up Dan’s torso and the blankets that clung to the supple musculature of his frame. He looked up at the opening overhead. It made him think of a bus stop ad featuring a teary-eyed, dirty-faced child holding out an empty bowl. “Honey, do we really need another skylight?” the ad asked all those yuppies intent on bettering their homes. Do we really need another anything? Dan wondered. Whenever the rich got into trouble, Dan’s conclusion was invariably that they had too much time and money on their hands. Otherwise they’d be too busy earning a living like everyone else to get in hot water. Kennedy curse? What Kennedy curse?


    Dan looked out the window. Whatever had been out there a few hours previously, there was no sign of it now. He picked up Jags’ book and resumed where he’d left off. Jags was well into his career successes and excesses by now. The celebrity gossip was a bit more salacious, but nothing that would make an enemy of its author. The tone grew darker as the price of fame left its mark: anxiety, depression, drugs, and broken relationships. Perhaps he hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d said he just wanted a normal life, or some semblance of it.


    Jags still hadn’t stirred by the time he finished. Dan clanked around in the kitchen, made some scrambled eggs and toast and put them on a platter in the middle of the table. He was just pouring the coffee when Jags’ head appeared through the crack.


    “Help yourself to breakfast,” Dan told him.


    “I’ll do that.” Jags looked distractedly around. “What happened to the party?”


    “You’re what’s left of it.”


    Jags didn’t say another word till he’d poured himself a cup of java and downed half of it. He looked over at the coffee table where Dan had left the book.


    “Did you read it?”


    “Yes. It kept me up most of the night.”


    “Any good?”


    “It’s well-written. Extremely visual. You’ve got a good writing style.”


    “You sound like a connoisseur. What kind of books do you read?”


    “I like a lot of things: Proust, Cormac McCarthy, Richard Ford. But it’s not that kind of book. This is just nice, clean prose with a straightforward outlook and some very convincing opinions about music and art that do you justice. I enjoyed every word, and that’s rare with me and books.”


    “A critic, huh?”


    Dan pushed the platter of eggs toward him. “No, just a discerning reader. You can fit in only so much reading time in this life, so it’s important to make every book count.”


    “A good way of looking at it.”


    “Anyway, that’s my take, for what it’s worth. Maybe in another twenty years you’ll be ready to write Part Two.”


    Jags smiled ruefully. “Let’s see if I live that long.”


    Dan opened the front door and stood on the porch. “Ralph thought he heard something in the night,” he remarked, looking across at the tree line.


    Jags came toward him. His expression was dark. “Like what?”


    “Hard to say. He got quite worked up. He was growling a lot. I thought there might have been a bear prowling around.”


    Jags snagged a pair of binoculars hanging from the

    wall. He scanned the trees anxiously then stared at

    the ground leading up the path to the porch. “We’ll go,” he said after a moment.


    “What?”


    “We’ll go back to town. It’s probably not safe here.”


    “If it was just a bear, it’ll be gone by now,” Dan protested.


    Jags shook his head. “They come back sometimes. They’re drawn to things. Smells, dead animals. Something always brings them back.”


    “Up to you,” Dan said, bewildered. “But we’re probably safe here.”


    Jags shook his head. “It was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have asked you to come.”


    Dan watched him, wondering what was going on in his head. Jags continued to look around, as though trying to convince himself of something. He seemed spooked.


    “Yeah, we’ll go. It’s too fucking quiet out here anyway.”


    


    Jags dropped Dan off at home. The house was still and silent when he entered. Ralph scampered in, looked around for Ked and Trevor, then resigned himself to a boring afternoon lying on his kitchen bed. Dan checked his messages. There was one from Ed, apologizing for disturbing him and saying the police were pressuring him to ask Dan again about his sources. Dan didn’t feel up to returning the call. Donny had left a message asking him to phone. He sounded anxious. Dan guessed it had to do with Lester.


    Sure enough, when he called, Donny told him Lester had left a message on his machine, saying he was being kept in the house against his will.


    He sounded agitated. “I could kick myself for not being here when he called.”


    “You can’t stay in the house forever. He’ll call back.”


    “He said they watch him every minute and lock him in his room at night. Apparently they took away his cellphone, so he had to sneak his mother’s phone from her purse when she was in the bathroom, otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to call me.”


    “Have they hurt him or mistreated him physically?”


    “I don’t know. His message didn’t say anything like that.”


    “We could call social services, but chances are they’d be on the parents’ side, since we’re dealing with a runaway. As long as there’s no physical abuse, they can take away his roaming privileges without being considered to be abusing him.”


    Donny sighed. “I don’t know what to do.”


    “Unless we know for sure that they’re hurting him, it’s probably better to do nothing.”


    There was a noticeable pause on Donny’s end. “He threatened to torch the house if they won’t let him out.”


    “Oh, boy.”


    “Exactly. I feel like I have to rescue him. I can’t stand it. I know I’m not his father, but I feel as though I am and that makes it imperative for me to do something.”


    Dan had never heard him sound so at his wit’s end. Donny the Imperturbable was in a flap, and it wasn’t an amusing thought.


    “Do you know where their house is?”


    “No.”


    “Then you’re just going to have to wait till he calls again and find out what, if anything, you can do to help. But I’m warning you — don’t get involved in some kind of kidnapping scheme. You have no legal hold over that boy.”


    “I know, I know. I just feel so useless.”


    Dan sensed his frustration. “Lester’s a bright kid. He’ll think of something.”


    “Preferably something that doesn’t include torching his family home.”


    “Preferably, yes. Let’s not go there, all right?”


    Dan hung up, feeling he hadn’t done much to console his friend, but knowing that he would feel much the same in Donny’s shoes. There could be no words to console him right now.


    The machine’s final message was from Domingo. Would Dan be free for lunch any time in the next couple days?


    Yes, he thought. I would.

  


  
    Twelve


    


    The Maharajah’s Plate


    Tucked away on the northeast corner of Hayden Street, just south of Bloor, The Bishop and the Belcher was Domingo’s favourite downtown hangout. In winter it was a cosy, curl-up-by-the-fire-and-indulge sort of place; in summer it had the regulation outdoor patio, replete with loud straights who thought coming to the edge of the gay ghetto was a lark. The joke was on them because the place was gay-owned and -operated. Just look for the inverted rainbow triangle on the front door, Dan wanted to tell them. Better than a smear of lamb’s blood to the ancient Hebrews. The B & B was vrai gay, just not as gauche as its way-downtown sister and brother hangouts like Slack’s and Woody’s. With fewer drag queens and no hustlers to speak of,

    it boasted the best pub menu on the strip, including some of the tastiest curries this side of Sri Lanka.


    By the time Dan arrived, Domingo was on her third fancy drink, replete with paper umbrellas and fruit chachka. She looked up, smacked her blood red lips and flashed a dazzling smile.


    “Hello, gorgeous, how are you?”


    Dan sat, bathing in the glow of her vibrancy. It was hard to believe she’d undergone chemotherapy recently.


    “Great, thanks. It’s great to see you. How are you?”


    She lifted her glass in salute. “As you see. Alive and well and enjoying every minute of life.”


    “As it should be.”


    A waiter swooped down on the table. After a quick perusal of the specials, Dan settled on the Maharajah’s Plate while Domingo ordered the Pulled Pork Lettuce Wrap. They handed their menus over to the waiter. Domingo took another sip through her twisty straw.


    “How’s the new man?”


    “Perfect in every way.”


    “Except?”


    Dan felt himself falter. She was watching him, doing that thing he hated.


    “Why do you ask? Is your intuition telling you something?”


    She smiled and shook her head. “No. I can see it in your eyes. Perfect in every way, but?”


    Dan shrugged. “Except he’s not sure he likes it here. He’s not a city boy.”


    She put down her glass. “You certainly seemed content together. He adores you, I can tell. I’m glad to see you with someone who appreciates you.”


    “Thank you.”


    She looked at the high-rise condos around them. Well detailed, handsomely constructed. This was a city of clean lines and easy propriety. A genteel people lived here. “Besides, what’s not to like? I always forget what an attractive city this is. Clean. Safe.”


    “We could do more.”


    She leaned her chin on her hand and smiled indulgently. “It’s not for everybody, but on the whole I think we’re a good people.”


    Dan shrugged. “Is that enough? Shouldn’t we be good for something?”


    She looked at him in surprise. “Why so down on the hometown?”


    “Just a hang-up I have about complacency. What’s the use of being polite, if all we can do is feel smug about it?”


    “I know other countries look down on us. We’re not cool. They think we’re naïve and lacking in culture. I’d say the world is conflicted — they look down on us, but they envy our freedom, our natural beauty, our spacious living, our racial integration. And the great thing about it, if you’ve noticed, is that we don’t care what they think.”


    Dan laughed. “How true.”


    “Plus, it keeps out the riff-raff. That’s what I love about Canada. So what if we’re a weird combination of naïve and smug? At least we don’t go around invading other nations and lying about our reasons for doing it, like some countries I could name.”


    She made a coy face and Dan laughed.


    “Americans aren’t so worldly, either. They lived in their isolationist bubble for so long, insulated by television and dreaming that life was a theme park designed by Walt Disney, till they had a rude awakening a while back. Now they’re tearing themselves apart, half of them fighting to keep their delusions while the other half wants to point out the warts on the witch’s nose. Both sides blame the other for all their problems.”


    Domingo ran a hand through that shock of white hair. She was right, Dan thought. There were worse things than a naïve populace.


    “I didn’t get much of a chance to talk to you the other night. I’m sorry to hear what you went through.”


    “Thanks, but I try not to dwell on it. There’s nothing so humbling as looking at a shadow on an X-ray, knowing something is growing inside you. Women’s bodies are funny. We grow babies who grow up and die and we grow lumps in our breasts that feed those babies, and they kill us. I had such beautiful breasts, round and firm, like polished melons. They gleamed in the moonlight, Adi used to tell me.”


    She picked up her drink then set it back down.


    “But there’s no sense in dwelling on that, either.” She nodded. “Adi’s been a pillar. A true rock. I couldn’t ask for more from her. I really couldn’t.”


    She waved her arms in the air, as if to make the topic vanish. Their server returned and set their plates nimbly on the table. Cutlery followed, wrapped in paper napkins as though they’d been embalmed.


    Domingo took a bite, sighed, and looked up.

    “I swear someone’s been stealing my mother’s recipes. It doesn’t get much better than this.”


    Dan speared a shrimp with his fork. He tasted and nodded. “I hope they keep this cook a long, long time. A good curry chef is hard to find.”


    Domingo looked across the table at him. “So what else is new in your life?”


    Dan nodded. “Well, apart from the boyfriend, who you’ll be glad to know is putting me through my paces, we also have a housing project on the go.”


    Domingo looked impressed. “Do tell.”


    “Not much to tell yet. It’s a townhouse in Corktown.”


    “Ooh, Corktown! How swank.”


    “Trevor’s designing the interior. It’s costing a fortune, apart from the architecture plans, which are his contribution. It’s not going to be ready for another month. I just wish he’d commit to living here.”


    “What’s stopping him?”


    “He’s had a hard time. His ex-lover killed himself. It took Trevor a long time to get over it. The city makes him edgy. He prefers solitude. He lived on an island in BC for the last ten years.”


    “That’s rough.” Domingo nodded. “It’s so easy to get lost in life, and so hard to get found again.” She smiled. “Not you, though. You go on your straightforward route, dead ahead, for good or for bad, just as if there was no other way.”


    “I don’t really think about it. It’s not as though we have a choice.”


    She shook her head. “But the rest of us aren’t like that, Daniel. The rest of us live life without a road map, for the most part. It’s not as easy for us.”


    “You think it’s easy for me?”


    “Not really. But you just seem so sure of yourself. It’s part of your charm. I’m just not sure you realize that others don’t find the choices in life so easy to make.”


    Dan shrugged. “Anyway, I just wish he could decide.”


    “He will. Just be patient. Otherwise, if you rush it, you will regret it, thinking you never gave him the time to figure things out for himself.”


    “But what will he decide?”


    “You don’t need me to tell you.” She smiled. “You already know how it will go.”


    “I guess I’ll have to wait and see then.” Dan wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I wanted to tell you that you were right about what you said the other night. The case, I mean. It isn’t over yet and I am getting involved. Exactly as you said I would.”


    “So are you a believer now?”


    Dan shrugged, not ready to commit to one side or the other. “I’m not sure. I’m trying to be open-minded. I already did some investigating into this in the past.”


    “Really? You surprise me. You were so against it when I lived beside you.”


    “It’s not that I doubted you. It’s just that I’ve never heard of a crime being stopped by a psychic premonition.”


    “Oh, Dan.” She looked sadly at him. “I thought you understood. It’s not about stopping things. Sometimes you can gain insight, but you can’t change the course of events. Not if it’s meant to be. What you can change is your reaction to what is to come. Be a better person, that sort of thing. Don’t worry, though, you don’t need improving. I think your positives are all in the right place. For a non-believer.”


    “It’s not that I don’t believe, it’s that I don’t understand. And that makes me a tad suspicious of any claims.”


    “I don’t like claims either. Just take what comes and be the best person you can. That way there are no regrets, no matter what happens.”


    She smiled and took another drink through the plastic curlicue protruding from her glass.


    “Oh, by the way. I have a new client,” he said.


    “Who is it?”


    “Well, before I tell you, I was kind of hoping you might take a look and tell me what you come up with.”


    She smiled. “Really? You’re actually asking me to look into something for you on the other side?”


    “Not something. Someone. I’m just curious to know what you see.”


    She smiled. “Well, you have changed.”


    “Are you up to it?”


    “I’m always up to it, baby.”


    She put down her fork, took a big sip from her glass then closed her eyes.


    “I see a bright light. It’s like a star or something. Your client must be very important, whoever it is.”


    Dan let out a whoop. “Domingo, I now believe in you forever.”


    She opened her eyes. “Did I say something right?”


    “Bang on. Can you tell me if he’s a good person?”


    She looked quizzically at him. “Good?”


    “Trustworthy, I guess I mean.”


    She closed her eyes and got silent again for a moment. “Well, he’s complex, that’s for sure. The only thing is, the light goes out if I watch it too long.”


    “As in?”


    “Extinction.”


    Dan studied her face. “That doesn’t sound good. What’s the source of the extinction?”


    There was a long pause. “It comes from the self. It’s some sort of auto-extinction.”


    Dan frowned. “As in suicide?”


    Her eyes were still closed. Domingo seemed to be concentrating harder. “I don’t think so. It seems to be some form of indulgence, I want to call it.”


    Dan thought of Jags’ tendency to drink till he passed out. “Like drugs or alcohol?”


    There was a pause while she consulted some inner realm. “I don’t know. It seems to come and go. It’s there then it’s out then it’s there again. The light, I mean.”


    She opened her eyes.


    Dan was staring at her. “Any idea what that means?”


    “None at all. Except that your client needs to take care it doesn’t become permanent.”


    “Okay, thanks.”


    “So who is this client? I’m curious.”


    “Jags Rohmer.”


    “You’re kidding!”


    “Domingo, you know me well enough by now to know that I never kid.”


    She laughed. “True enough. What’s he like?”


    “He doesn’t have a clue what reality is. He says he just wants a normal life.”


    Domingo almost choked. “Well, here’s to rock star clients.” She took another drink then looked over at Dan. “Shall we have a more mundane conversation now?”


    Dan smiled. “Sure, and thanks for the input.”


    “No problem.” She paused. “I’m worried about Donny. Or, more precisely, I’m worried about how Donny is reacting to Lester’s departure. Is there anything we can do, do you think?”


    Dan looked across the road at a cyclist weaving in and out among the cars, a handful of pedestrians talking on cellphones, gesticulating and looking as though they had no idea where they were.


    His gaze returned to Domingo’s face. “I’m concerned about Donny and Lester too. As you know, I introduced them. I thought I was doing Lester a favour at the time, but I soon learned it was just as big a deal to Donny, which was why he agreed to keep the boy. Who knew he saw himself as a father?”


    She smiled. “I knew.”


    “The kid spent time on the streets. He had it worse than some, but not as bad as others. He told me a story of being raped by an older man he lived with, though he has since tested HIV-negative. He was on the streets for a relatively short time and I think he’s been thoroughly rehabilitated, to use the clinical term, largely due to Donny’s influence and care.”


    “Amen to that,” Domingo interjected.


    “He’s very protective of the boy and also strict with him, in a good way. The difference between what Donny does and what Lester’s mother does is that Donny does it for Lester’s own good. My guess is that his mother is just trying to mould him for her own ends.”


    “She sounds like a rotten parent.”


    Dan set down his fork. “They both are. I was his caseworker and I met with them just once.”


    Dan recalled a mohair sweater, fuchsia pink fingernails filed down to a point and tapping incessantly on his desktop as she demanded he find her son. Lester’s stepfather was clearly uncomfortable with the idea of having a gay son in the house and wanted nothing to do with the boy.


    “I found him and dragged him out of the gutter. At the time he was involved in making porn videos and selling himself on the street. It didn’t take me long to realize he didn’t want to be there, either. He just didn’t want to be sent home to a manipulative mother and an abusive stepfather. I guess those memories must have faded a bit, if he thought he would be okay to go home. Nevertheless, he made his choice.”


    “Everyone is allowed a change of mind.”


    “Oh, I agree wholeheartedly. What I don’t agree with is the idea that Donny might become implicated in separating a minor from his family, however horrible they may be. So, to return to your original question, yes, I do think something can be done. I just haven’t had the time to figure out what.”


    “Who was the man who raped him? Was he caught?”


    “No. And he’s resurfaced, making matters worse. It’s one of the reasons Lester wanted to leave the city. Lester told me they lived together for a short while. He provided for the kid. Everyone thought they were father and son. They even went to church together, apparently.”


    “So, a fairly normal looking and acting individual outwardly?”


    “So it would seem.”


    Domingo smiled ruefully.


    “What is it?”


    “You’d think a child molester would be a hideous looking person, someone you would instinctively be repelled by.”


    “No. Often they’re quite ordinary looking. Normal.

    Not a monster at all. It’s why they can get so close to children, disarm their families into thinking they can be trusted.”


    “Our kids make us vulnerable,” she said. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that.”


    She shaded her eyes with her hand and turned her head. Her own son had been on a missing persons list for more than seven years, Dan knew. He’d disappeared without a word one summer morning. Dan had searched but found no trace of him.


    “I’m …” Dan began.


    “No, don’t say anything. It was stupid of me. Please forget I brought it up.”


    After a moment she looked up, eyes misty but her smile in place.


    The rest of the meal passed quietly, as though there was little left to be said. Domingo pushed aside her plate and looked at her watch, declaring an imminent appointment.


    “I’ll get the cheque,” Dan told her. “You can get the next one, as long as it’s in this calendar year.”


    She smiled and leaned down to kiss his cheek. “You’re sweet, thanks. I’ll hold you to the next date.”


    Dan’s gaze followed her down the street and around the corner to the rest of her life. A missing child, a bout of chemotherapy. But here they both were, as Donny had said. Life certainly held its surprises.


    Dan was in no rush. He finished his meal and sat there watching the clean, safe city with its unworldly citizens going by.

  


  
    Thirteen


    


    Little Jack Horny


    Dan left the pub and made his way back to his car.

    The headline in a newspaper box stopped him dead:

    Child Victim or Cunning Killer? There on the front page of the Star was a photograph of Gaetan Bélanger. Dan’s mind was running in circles. So much for keeping

    the info quiet “for reasons of discretion.” He wondered what the chief of police was thinking right at that moment.


    He fished in his pockets for change and cursed his luck at having emptied them back at the pub for a tip. He watched as a woman came up and tipped in two quarters, opened the door, and removed a copy of the paper. He was considering how to distract her to keep the door from slamming when she looked over, extracted a second paper, and handed it to him.


    “Two-for-one day,” she said gleefully before walking away, her heels clicking against the sidewalk like knitting needles.


    He went around the corner and sat on a bench beneath a locust tree. The article outlined the discovery of a third victim, whose death was being blamed on the Quebec teenager now hiding out in Toronto.


    Police are seeking a child abuse survivor in what they now suspect may be a serial killing spree. Gaetan Bélanger, 16, of Lévis, QC, is sought in connection with the murder of Donald Perry, 42, of Scarborough.


    Perry was third to die in what is believed to be a co-ordinated series of attacks on sex offenders whose names were released on the Internet last year.


    Guillaume Thierry, a former-priest convicted of abusing Bélanger and nearly a dozen other boys at several churches he was associated with in Montreal, was found dead on May 23.


    Darryl Hillary of Etobicoke was murdered on August 11. Neither Perry nor Hillary had any known connection with Bélanger.


    An unnamed source in the police force said the names appear to have been taken at random from the leaked registry that left the identities of several hundred convicted sex offenders on public view for more than a week.


    Photos of Thierry, Hillary, and Perry were inset below. A sidebar mentioned severe mutilation to all three victims, but gave no further details. Dan wondered what constituted “severe.” Had Thierry and Perry been left in worse shape than Hillary? Perhaps Dan’s unexpected arrival at the slaughterhouse had prevented Bélanger from inflicting more grievous physical harm on Darryl. If so, there was that to be thankful for at least.


    His cellphone buzzed: Unknown Number showed on the display. He flipped open the phone and put it to his ear.


    “Sharp.”


    A shrill treble sounded in his ear. “Greetings, Dan. Constable Pfeiffer here.”


    The cop’s timing was uncanny. Dan looked around, scanning the street where a sea of sunglasses stared out from neighbourhood patios. He was half-convinced that Pfeiffer was sitting watching him from some nearby café.


    “Not sure if you heard the news, Dan.”


    Dan snapped the paper open and held it out to full view. “If you’re referring to the exposé in the Star, then yes. I have it in hand.”


    “So our Little Jack Horny has struck again.”


    “Excuse me?” Dan said, thinking he had heard wrong.


    “Little Jack Horny. It’s our unofficial nickname for the case down at HQ.”


    “Classy. But I thought you guys were keeping this under wraps for now.”


    “Yeah. Funny that. Wonder how it happened.” Pfeiffer’s voice went from mocking to accusatory. “A shame about that third death,” he said. “Especially when you could have prevented it.”


    Dan was momentarily stunned. “You really believe that? I know even less about the whereabouts of Gaetan Bélanger than you do.”


    “I’d like to believe that, Dan, but your movements tell me otherwise.”


    Dan shook his head. “What are you saying?”


    “I know you’ve got Jags Rohmer for a client. Shouldn’t you be trying to find Bélanger before he gets him too?”


    Ice went down Dan’s spine. “What’s Rohmer got to do with any of this?”


    He heard Pfeiffer laugh. “You better ask him, I guess.”


    “Ask him what?”


    “Just ask him, Dan.”


    The call ended. Dan pocketed the phone and finished the article. By the time he was done, he wished he’d never heard of Darryl Hillary or Jags Rohmer.


    


    Yorkville was three blocks away. He hoofed it over. Once the preserve of beatniks, hippies, and soon-to-be famous musicians like Joni Mitchell, Gordon Lightfoot, and Neil Young, the neighbourhood had upped its ante in the ensuing decades and was now the private preserve of the financial elite, ensconced in a few square blocks where bidding wars for condos reached into the millions.


    Dan remembered Jags’ warning that the building’s security was formidable. He entered, gave them a cursory glance and turned aside before he could register on their radar. They looked like the sort of team you might see in a James Bond film, where the hero has to use all of his wits and a beautiful, scantily clad woman to get past them. Using a key was easier.


    Upstairs, he stepped out of the elevator and quickly found the door. Jags answered wearing only a dressing gown. He looked surprised to see Dan but nodded at him to come in.


    “Oh, right. I gave you the key, didn’t I?”


    The room was cluttered. Art on the walls, statues on the side tables. Shelves crammed with books, records, CDs. Expensive-looking rugs on the floors. Dan tossed the Star on the coffee table. Jags gave him a quizzical look.


    “A review of my book?”


    “Hardly,” Dan said. “Look at the headline.”


    Jags glanced at the paper then back at Dan. “So?”


    “You don’t know what this is about?”


    Jags shook his head. “Enlighten me, good sir.”


    “I’d prefer if you would enlighten me. Constable Pfeiffer suggested I ask you about your involvement.”


    “My involvement?” Now Jags looked uneasy. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to tell me.”


    “Why did you hire me as a bodyguard? The real reason, please. And don’t give me a load of crap about needing protection from someone you’ve libelled in your book, because those people are all dead from drug overdoses or such has-beens that they would probably be thrilled to have the publicity.”


    “Nice way to talk about former stars.”


    Dan felt himself losing it. “I don’t give a fuck about former anything. What connection do you have with this murder?”


    Jags sat on the couch and gestured for Dan to do the same. When he didn’t, Jags looked up at him.


    “Sit,” he said, and indicated the chair opposite.


    Dan sat slowly, keeping his eyes on Jags. “You led me to believe I was recommended to you by my former boss, Ed Burch. I called Ed. He knew nothing about it. He doesn’t even know who you are.”


    “How unkind.” Jags wiped his brow with a kerchief then looked at Dan. “I went to the police because I thought I might have a problem. What I told you was true, however. There are people from my past who were upset thinking I might expose something incriminating about them. I’ve got too much good sense — not to mention legal counsel — to do that, but until they read the book they won’t know for sure.”


    Dan was getting impatient. “As I said, there’s nothing in your book that anyone would get upset over or take exception to. Does the world not know that Keith Richards was a junkie or that John Lennon was a first-class jackass behind his Saint of the Peace Movement routine?”


    Dan waited.


    Jags shrugged. “You’re right. It’s old news. On the other hand, I could have said that John Lennon once had a boyfriend named Stuart Sutcliffe …”


    He watched Dan’s face for a reaction, but found none.


    “… and that poor Stuart died of a brain haemorrhage two months after John kicked the shit out of him. This was back in Hamburg in the days before the Beatles went viral. And afterward, of course, John would only ever talk about Stuart when he was in his cups. No charges were ever laid, but that would have been news.”


    Jags eyed him. Dan’s face was impassive.


    “Why do you really need a bodyguard?”


    Jags sighed. “Okay.”


    He stood and went over to a desk. He fished around in a small silver bowl on a bookshelf and brought out an antique key. It fit neatly into the desk’s lock. The drawer slid open. He retrieved a slim envelope and passed it to Dan.


    Dan lifted the flap and a Polaroid dovetailed into his hand. At first glance he couldn’t figure out what he was seeing. It appeared to be a close-up of a dried, curled leaf lying on a dirt background. Then the colours jumped out at him. He was looking at a severed human ear. He fought the nausea.


    Jags’ voice was soft, almost taunting. “Takes a while, but it kind of gets to you once you figure it out, doesn’t it?”


    Dan slid the photo back in the envelope and handed it back with a nod.


    “Now that’s a real memento mori,” Jags said.


    Dan nodded. “You should have told me about this from the beginning.”


    Jags was watching him. “They warned me not to. Said you might not take me on if I did.”


    “Who?”


    “The cops. The cocky one — Pfeiffer — seemed particularly adamant about it. He said you were more than just a gun for hire and that you probably wouldn’t go for it if you didn’t like it.”


    “He doesn’t know me in the least, but he was right on that score.”


    Jags put the envelope back in the drawer and locked it again. He turned to look at Dan seated on the couch.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I was desperate. I wanted you to take me on and I didn’t want to jeopardize that. I needed someone who was more than just a hunk of muscle. Someone who was savvy. They assured me you had a reputation for doing whatever you had to do to make things happen right.”


    Dan glanced away. On the wall were three framed platinum records. He wondered which ones they were. Probably from early on in Jags’ career. His later records tended to confuse and polarize his fans. They weren’t sure if his experimenting was just a joke, maybe on them. An image came to mind of a melting face — Jags’ face — on some cover. A disturbing image. The man dealt in the bizarre.


    “You’re right,” he said. “If you’d shown me this photo I wouldn’t have taken the job. I’ve got a son and a partner. I wouldn’t do anything that might endanger them.”


    He looked down at the paper. Darryl Hillary’s eyes burned up at him.


    “Did you read it? Do you know what any of this is about?”


    Jags nodded. “Yeah. They’re looking for some kid who kills sex abusers.”


    Dan looked over at him. “Are you a sex abuser?”


    Jags tensed. His expression darkened. He looked as though he might tear Dan limb from limb.


    “What the fuck are you asking me? What are you saying?”


    Dan picked up the paper and tossed it at Jags. “I’m asking you why the guy who killed three men would be sending you photographs.”


    Jags looked genuinely confused. “What?”


    “That picture you just showed me was of a severed ear.”


    “I know that! Why the fuck do you think I freaked out?”


    He pointed to the paper. “Severed ears. The kid cuts off his victims’ ears.”


    Jags suddenly paled. “He does what?”


    “So I ask you again, are you a sex abuser?”


    “No!”


    “Has your name ever appeared on the Sex Offenders Registry?”


    “Fuck no! I … I …”


    “Then why was that photograph sent to you?”


    “I have no fucking idea. And I had no idea it had anything to do with this … this crazy business.”


    Jags strode across the room and stood face to face with Dan. He waited till they were eye to eye.


    “I swear on my life that I have never abused a kid, sexually or otherwise.”


    Dan waited a beat. “What about all those groupies you slept with? Can you say for sure whether any of them weren’t under the age of consent?”


    A look of fear came over Jags’ face. “Are you telling me that…? But they were all willing!”


    “They were all willing?”


    “Yes.”


    “Surely you can’t be naïve enough to think that that makes it legal.”


    Jags’ mouth seemed to be doing some sort of mastication exercise. “But it was years ago … decades.” His voice trailed off. He sat and cradled his head in his hands.


    “Have you had other warnings?” Dan asked. “Abusive phone calls? Emails?”


    Jags looked up. “No, it can’t be.” He nodded. “The day I asked you to go to the cottage with me, someone called and threatened to kill me.”


    “And that’s why you wanted to go out of the city so suddenly?”


    Jags nodded. “Yes.”


    Dan waited.


    “Have you any idea,” Jags said slowly, “how many musicians have slept with any number of groupies without knowing whether they were legal or not?”


    “I couldn’t begin to guess,” Dan said.


    “Think about it. It was the punk era. Everybody fucked everything. This was pre-AIDS, even. We’d never heard of the shit. If it had a pulse, you fucked it. And sometimes even if it didn’t. Nobody cared. No one would even remember what happened between 1977 and 1987 because we were all too wasted to recall. One moment you were shagging someone in the back room of some rancid little club then the next you were shooting up heroin with water you drew out of a toilet. Soiled? Used? Maybe. Who the fuck cared? Those were crazy days. Off-the-map crazy. Total zonkers.”


    Dan held out the paper. “You think that’s an excuse?”


    Jags took it from him and shook his head. “I’m telling you, that universe had no rules and no way is anyone going to come after me now and say, ‘Excuse me, but you boffed me when I was fifteen years old and some murdering sod wants to talk to you about it.’ Ain’t gonna happen.” He slammed down the paper. “Ain’t gonna happen!”


    “Okay. So who sent you the photograph?”


    “Why would someone even care about what I did then?”


    He looked so distraught Dan almost felt sorry for him.


    “The motive for these murders seems to be because their names were on a list of registered sex offenders …”


    “I’m telling you, I’m not!”


    Dan cut him off. “I heard you. So if your name wasn’t on the list then it’s something else. Or it’s a mistake. I suggest you take that photograph back into the headquarters and tell them you require round-the-clock police protection.”


    Jags turned to him with a pleading look. “In the meantime, what are we going to do about it?”


    “We?” Dan shook his head slowly. “Hiring me to keep rowdy fans from pinching your ass at a book signing is one thing, but getting me involved in a serial killer’s fantasies are quite another. Consider me no longer in your employ, Mr. Rohmer.”


    “No, wait. Dan, please! There’s someone out there who wants me dead. I need you to protect me. You’re the only one I trust!”


    “I can’t do this.”


    Jags watched as Dan went out the door. “If I die,

    it’ll be your fault!” was the last thing Dan heard from him.

  


  
    Fourteen


    


    Cold as Ashes


    Dan felt restless as dusk came on. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been on his own for more than a few hours at a time. Trevor was in BC till Wednesday. Ked had stayed at his mother’s for another night. On the other hand, there was Ralph. Dan walked and fed him then, having done his duties, he left the house and headed for the Danforth. Nobody knew why it was called the Danforth. It just was. The Danforth was the

    closest thing Toronto came to having a European

    cultural ethos, its restaurants and bars reflecting the touristy cafés of Paris or Athens.


    As he reached the busy thoroughfare that split the city’s east end, Dan looked around. Distant strains of music promised soft distractions, fun company. He found himself outside The Only Cafe, where a local band was putting on a set of funk-and-roll. So then. It was decided. This would be a test. He set himself a limit of two pints. If he could go into a bar alone and contain his thirst then he was doing well.


    After years of unrestrained drinking, his son had finally confronted Dan’s alcoholic tendencies. Happily, that had coincided with Trevor’s appearance in his life. Sweet distraction. Since then, in private, he’d been able to keep his drinking to a minimum. With the noise and bustle of the world at his shoulder, however, it might prove a different story. When he left, he’d know whether he had any willpower to speak of or if he was truly a spectre in the purgatory inhabited by alcoholics. There but for the grace of Trevor go I, Dan told himself.


    The Only was a hangout for would-be Rastafarians and a hip young crowd — stylish clothes, self-conscious hair — with the occasional middle-aged yuppie drifting in for a taste of remembered cool, before careers and mortgages and kids and stock portfolios interfered with all that fun and living.


    An ambiguous sexual tone hung in the air, in keeping with the imported beer and gourmet sandwiches. The city had been taken over by an amorphous generation, unperturbed by definitions of any sort. The men looked at Dan with interest, if not outright desire. There was no telling in here. If nothing else, he probably looked as though he might prove a good dope deal. The women were coyer, glancing sideways at him before deciding he wasn’t their cup of joy, that he didn’t have the right moves after all. At least not for them. These kids had their own brand of gaydar.


    Dan downed his requisite pint, teasing it out a full twenty minutes before deciding this wasn’t really his scene. Grabbing a souvlaki from a street vendor, he headed west toward the Don Valley and drifted into the Old Nick, an Empire Freehouse with a less trendy clientele who had fewer concerns about their hair. It might have been the sort of establishment Samuel Pepys had in mind when he declared pubs the heart of England. He was greeted by an insistent bass beat of raised voices, the clatter of cutlery, and the clinking of many glasses against the bar top. Tin ceilings, oak-planked floors. It was a good place to waste an hour, but the faded good humour of the staff was cut shorter with each successive demanding customer. If it wasn’t for the money, I’d tell them all to…! Here no one flirted with him but the bartender, a genuine troll of sixty or more. Whether or not the man was gay wasn’t at issue here. Dan suspected he’d flirt with anyone for an extra loonie tossed ringside at the end of the bout. Whether you lost or won at the game of love wasn’t his concern, so long as he saw you off with a laugh and a friendly wave inviting you to try your luck again tomorrow. All the sad young men …


    He sat and ordered.


    Posters loomed overhead. Every bar had its dead heroes. This one was no exception. Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, and John Lennon topped the list. Farther down, Billie Holiday, Jim Morrison, Kurt Cobain, Al Wilson, Bob Marley, and Sid Vicious all weighed in on the count. Dan had nothing against maudlin memories of the dead, but he had reservations about Vicious. What was there to mourn about a sadistic, anti-social murderer? Nothing. Sid had had no talent, so nothing wasted there. He’d done nothing in his short life to redeem his time on Earth. Just another self-styled Nazi who did the world a favour by topping himself before he killed again.


    The list of the dead — many of them members of the notorious 27 Club — was long, but this one had an unusual variation: jazz guitarist Lenny Breau. A soft-spoken Canadian, Breau had been a real talent, unlike Vicious and his mates, who went looking for trouble. Strangled and thrown into an LA swimming pool, the crime was still officially unsolved, though Dan recalled that the wife loomed large on the list of suspects. It made no difference. Breau’s talent had burned out on drugs and bad company well before his time. A true waste, in other words.


    Despite the morgue on the walls, this was more Dan’s scene. Overhead, CNN flashed across his retinas, a grab bag of arbitrary information crammed onscreen. There was the TSE index flirting with the weather girl, car accidents taking down prime ministers, floods and movie premieres all rolled into one flashing, twitching mosaic of Here and Now! All the while Father Time was ticking, reminding you the world was passing as you gawked and ate and gossiped. What’s the hour? A quarter past eternity. Do you know where your life has gone?


    Dan’s eyes flickered, taking in the panorama of life across the globe. All the news, angst and fashion that money could buy. There was the usual celeb-fest as the city prepared to host the annual film festival. Dan yawned. He didn’t care what Brad and Angelina were up to. Not that they weren’t nice people with good causes when they wanted to be. He just had more pressing concerns. Next, a police officer subpoenaed for breach of confidence had failed to surrender his laptop. No doubt protecting his stash of lap-dance pictures or some such, Dan thought. Rotten luck buddy. A photographic highlight contrasting Japanese and Canadian fashion trends failed to catch Dan’s interest.


    His eyes flickered away. Across the room, a woman caught his glance. Attractive in the shadows, she might not prove so enticing close up, he realized. Such was life. But then he wasn’t wanting a closer look. Dan tried to guess what or who she was: a failed actor on the lookout for a private drama, a rewarding part she could cast herself in, no need for the director to glance her way and like her legs. Or maybe she was a single mom having second thoughts in mid-life, wondering again why she’d put her dreams permanently on hold for those ungrateful brats who had no idea that she’d once been young and carefree like them, while her deadbeat ex-husband still hung out at parties and ogled younger women as though he was still in his twenties. A real life version of Jeopardy! I’ll take Failed Lives for a hundred, Alex. The stories repeated themselves up and down the bar.


    She gave up after Dan failed to respond on her fifth try, turning her attention to a heavyset man on the other side of the room. He seemed to appreciate the attention, downing his pint for a bit of extra courage. Your luck, fellow, Dan thought.


    This wasn’t how he wanted to spend his night, single and desperate for company, whether in a gay bar or a straight one. If he wanted to, he knew he’d find oblivion in the bottle here. In a gay bar, after one drink too many it would almost certainly end with another man’s body beside his before the night was over. Given the choice, which would he choose: a sweaty, naked romp or a perspiring glass of gold and white froth? Both had their immediate appeal, but he was a one-man dog, when it came down to it. He’d far prefer to bed down with a cup of hot cocoa and a delicious man who was currently on an island somewhere off the coast of BC.


    He was about to leave when a hard-looking pair of eyes flashed at him from the glare of a spotlight. He stopped to focus on the patina of glass overhead. There was the chief of police, staring down the barrel end of a TV camera. The tickertape below promised full updates on the city’s latest murder. Dan sat glued to the set as the chief glowered at him. The man was intense but clearly comfortable in front of a camera delivering his news, and equally comfortable if a bit more aggressive when fielding questions. He was a quarterback making a run in the world of sound bites, a soldier of fortune with the instincts of a stage actor. A media-savvy cop. And so the world turned.


    Dan finished his requisite second pint and left without ordering a third, as he’d promised himself. It felt like a victory, however small. Heading home, he calculated how many hours till Trevor’s return. One more night alone with Ralph wouldn’t be so terrible. The dog couldn’t help that he wasn’t Dan’s choice of company. Oblivion couldn’t come too soon, though.


    


    The curtains blew freely back and forth. Dan was stuck in a small, cramped space, waiting for someone. Outside, the rain ran down the window in slow, steady streams. Burgundy drapes reflected the colour of blood. The walls were every shade of black.


    A candle flame appeared in the doorway, making his heart leap. Terror gripped him. Had he been bad again? He hid behind the altar to let whoever it was go by. Footsteps approached and stopped. Someone sniffed the air, as though sensing a presence. He peeked around the corner, surprised to see Jags Rohmer in a priest’s robe.


    Jags moved past without seeing him. He was about to leave when a second figure appeared. It was Darryl Hillary. So he wasn’t dead after all. Dan sensed something stirring in his consciousness. He guessed he was dreaming, but he couldn’t wake himself.


    He started at a noise behind him just as someone grabbed his arms and pinned him against the wall. He struggled to resist the offending lips on his face, the fingers on his body tearing at his clothes. He was thrown onto the floor of the altar, the marble cold against his face. The attacker lowered himself onto Dan’s body, forcing his legs open. Dan felt the searing pain, the agony of violation. The more he protested, the more urgent the other’s actions became as a hot poker raked his insides.


    Dan twisted his torso around to get a glimpse of his abuser, but the man’s face was obscured by a hood. He opened his mouth to scream and his attacker forced something between his teeth. A wafer. Dan was choking on the body of Christ.


    The man pounded into him, crushing him with his weight and forcing himself deep inside. Dan could barely stand the pain. An arm slipped free. His hand groped in a pocket and pulled out a Swiss Army knife. He reached up and deftly sliced off the man’s left ear.


    His attacker screamed and leapt up. Dan watched the chief of police lurch frenziedly from the room. He struggled to his feet, squeezing himself into the darkness behind the altar while wiping saliva from his lips. He felt blood dripping, dripping on his hand.


    He opened his eyes. He was sprawled on the living room couch. Ralph was licking his fingers and watching him with concern. Dan felt a wave of nausea and raced to the bathroom. He heaved and flushed, but it was only getting worse. He’d just managed to sit when a stream of burning liquid shot from his bowels. Hot poker indeed. That was the last time he’d buy souvlaki from a street vendor.


    When the deluge was over, Dan got up and washed his face. He was grateful he was alone. Trevor would be compassionate, but Ked might worry he was drinking again. He groped his way downstairs. Coffee would help clear the cobwebs from his mind, but the cupboard was bare. He’d run out yesterday. Of course Trevor would have replaced it by now.


    It was just past 3:00 a.m. He roused himself and went out to the back patio, staring up at the blackness. It was nearly as dark as the inside of the slaughterhouse. Had Darryl seen his killer coming? Had he recognized him? Dan stood there, imagining Hillary’s last moments. What was he thinking after the first blow, the first spilling of blood? Had he felt anger, fear, disbelief? Probably all three.


    Dan imagined his blood as the darkest thing in the shadows, his life essence glowing and luminous and black all at once. Something so macabre and strange it would be shown like a science exhibition, some phosphorous essence, impossible and wondrous, put on display for centuries. Had he been expiating the sins of love for human kind? He’d dared to love what was forbidden. In his mind, Dan watched as Darryl knelt before his killer, like a martyr arriving at Golgotha. Was Death something horrible in that moment or was it a thing to be embraced? Did he cling, in the last few seconds, to his dreams of what could have been or willingly place himself in Death’s hands, like a baby waiting to be taken up in arms stronger than his? How did you give it all up? How did you age into that state of mind? Was there gratitude that he’d fulfilled his earthly obligations or was it doom and terror right to the final moment of consciousness, the last fleeting images dying on the retinas, haunted and tormented, before they closed forever?


    


    An hour later, coffee in hand, Dan was parked across from the slaughterhouse. The remnants of yellow police tape flapped around the yard like a warning. The place was deserted.


    He let Ralph out of the car first. If anyone confronted him, he’d simply say he was walking his dog. No matter that he’d driven half an hour across town in the middle of the night to do so.


    As if by instinct, Ralph headed for the door where Dan had entered the nightmare realms of Darryl Hillary’s tomb two weeks earlier.


    “Good boy!” he called softly.


    Dan followed silently, shaking his head like a reluctant dog owner chasing his disobedient dog, all the while knowing the dog was taking him where he wanted to go.


    The silence hit him as he stepped over the threshold, a hush as smooth as velvet. No horror theme played in his head tonight. After a few moments, his eyes adjusted. It was just light enough to make out the debris and retrace his route.


    He followed Ralph to the centre of the space, saw the hooks grappling with the open air. The one Darryl had been hanging from was gone. A gap-tooth space took up its place in line.


    Ralph sniffed the ground beneath the missing hook and looked anxiously back at Dan.


    “Good boy, Ralph.”


    Ralph moved on, squeezing through into another passageway Dan hadn’t noticed on that other night. He followed cautiously. It took him to a small cubby space with a hole in the roof directly overhead. It was brighter here. He flicked on his Maglight. The floor held the remnants of a fire, its ashes piled in a heap, empty food tins dropped onto the fire pit.


    Dan squatted and stared into the ash, glimpsing a teenaged boy huddled over an open flame trying to make sense of his existence. An existence that no longer mattered in the everyday world.


    Gaetan Bélanger ate a meal here, he thought. Maybe he slept here, possibly more than once.


    Bélanger was an orphan who had legally become his own person on his sixteenth birthday. Dan had left home at seventeen, though he’d felt orphaned long before. Six years later, he had his own son. Our kids make us vulnerable, Domingo had said.


    Dan lay on the floor and hugged Ralph when the dog came over to him. He felt vulnerable all over again.


    He thought of Ked. His son was tall and broad-

    shouldered for a fourteen-year-old. Did grown men and

    women find him sexually appealing? Maybe mistake him for an adult? Some must, he knew. Ked was good-looking, his features sharper and more refined than Dan’s. Thanks to Kendra. Her genes had mellowed Dan’s harsher aspects. Ked might even grow to be bigger than Dan one day, though he’d be softer, less muscular unless he trained for long hours in a gym.


    Would someone try to steal the last of his childhood from him before his time? Child abuse. It was the most heinous of sexual crimes, the compulsion to tangle the hidden mysteries of innocence and desire. To take from a child what it didn’t even know it had. Because you can never know you are innocent. You only realize it once you’ve lost it. And once lost, you can never get it back.

  


  
    Fifteen


    Gasper


    The plane was late. Dan fidgeted. Read the newspaper. Fidgeted some more. Hung out at Starbucks till he couldn’t force himself to ingest any more caffeine. Every few minutes, he glanced at the arrivals board. DELAYED. No change. DELAYED. No change. DELAYED. No change. He felt his anxiety growing. Plane crashes happened all the time.


    He checked his messages. Three calls registered Jags’ cell number. The first was a hang-up. The second was a drunken Jags trying to sound coherent. He made what barely passed for an apology, as far as Dan was concerned, and pleaded with Dan to call him. There was a long pause then Jags said he’d been getting weird hang-up calls again. No one has this number, so how the fuck could...? The call ended mid-sentence.


    The final call came an hour later. Jags sounded agitated and even less coherent. He mumbled something about feeling claustrophobic in the condo, declared he was going out to the island. His words trailed off. I don’t even have a fucking friend to talk to.


    Pay somebody, Dan thought.


    Last on the caller’s list was Donny. He said he had something important to discuss and suggested a get-together later in the day. Dan left a message agreeing to meet him at the suggested time and place.


    Finally, the flight board registered the arrival of Trevor’s plane, the status giving way from DELAYED to ARRIVED. He was on the ground. Safe.


    Dan’s anxiety turned to relief. He knew the fear he endured when someone he loved went away was nothing rational. It was a holdover dating back to his mother’s early death from pneumonia one Christmas after being locked out in the snow by his father. The experience had scarred him. Rationality didn’t enter the picture. Fear was primal and irrational, but you couldn’t stop living because you were afraid. Bad things happened to people all the time.


    Dan’s heart swelled as he caught sight of Trevor emerging from the crowd. You are beautiful, Dan thought. So heart-achingly beautiful. The feelings came at him in a rush and nearly knocked him off his feet.

    It was the sort of impossible beauty you glimpsed passing a store window, like catching sight of a stranger in a line-up, before vanishing again. Only with Trevor it didn’t vanish. It stayed and stayed, replenishing every time Dan looked at him. Impossible to touch or hold, but knowing it was there and that it was his to bask in. Being loved by someone beautiful had to be better than being beautiful yourself.


    To find the mortal world enough, Dan thought. Please let me.


    Then Trevor was beside him, reaching out to him. “How’s it going? Enjoying the bodyguard work?”


    Eyes flickered over the two men hugging and kissing. But this was Toronto in the twenty-first century. Despite what anybody might think, nobody dared speak a word against them.


    “I quit,” Dan said, when Trevor released his grip on Dan’s shoulder.


    “What? Already?” Trevor laughed. “Jags too much for you?”


    Dan grabbed Trevor’s bag and they headed for the parking lot.


    Dan told him about the photograph of the severed ear and how Pfeiffer had advised Jags not to tell Dan about it.


    They were in the car, driving down the ramp inside the parking garage. Dan put a credit card in the machine and waited as the arm rose like a starting gate at a horse race. The car shot ahead. Dan’s anger had passed since his confrontation with Jags. If Jags was telling the truth, he hadn’t known the full implications of his decision to conceal the truth. On the other hand, the police had been correct in assuming Dan wouldn’t have taken on the job if he’d known the facts. Dan was beginning to think Danes and Pfeiffer were really to blame. Jags wasn’t such a bad guy, Dan thought. His pathetic admission that he had no one to talk to was getting to him.


    He was still grim by the time they returned home. He’d hoped Trevor would have greeted him on his return with an exultant declaration that he was there to stay, but so far he’d said nothing about his decision. He pulled Trevor’s bag from the trunk.


    “I think you’re being too hard on yourself about this,” Trevor told him.


    Dan turned to him. “Three men have already been killed. It won’t help if someone else dies.”


    “Do you honestly think someone is going to kill Jags Rohmer?”


    Dan shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s possible. He practically begged me not to leave him.”


    Trevor shook his head. “You don’t owe him anything.”


    “I realize that, but I can’t help feeling I’ve abandoned him.”


    “Dan, everyone has problems. You can’t rescue everybody.”


    “Is that what you think I’m doing with you?”


    The words were out before he could think what he was saying or try to stop himself. All the pleasure and anticipation of Trevor’s return were suddenly stripped away.


    “I’m sorry,” Dan said quietly. “I didn’t mean that.”


    They were standing on the front step. Dan reached for Trevor’s hand and was glad he felt no resistance when he took it.


    “I’m really sorry.”


    “I understand your frustration. I wasn’t suggesting you should leave him hanging, but there are limits to what you can do.”


    “I don’t abandon people, Trevor. I don’t drop cases because they’re difficult. And I always finish what I start.” He shrugged. “There’s an old Jewish saying: ‘In a place where there are no good men, be a good man.’”


    Trevor said, “You are a good man. You don’t have to prove it. But you do have to live with your conscience, so you need to do what you think is right.”


    The front door swung open. Dan placed Trevor’s bag on the inside step.


    “My conscience is not always the easiest thing to live with.”


    Trevor laughed. “Don’t I know it!”


    “What do you think I should do?”


    “Why not swing around and talk to him? See how you feel then. Maybe you’re right — maybe he needs you. On the other hand, he may have found someone else to hold his hand already.”


    


    Dan phoned Jags’ cell. There was no answer. Jags had said he was going to his island hideaway. Dan waited till Trevor was settled then headed for the waterfront, trying Jags’ number every ten minutes. His anxiety began to mount, though he reminded himself there was nothing ominous in not getting an answer.


    The terminal was crowded. He eyed the Centre Island ferry as it filled with families and screaming kids. The hot weather always brought them out. He gave it a pass. Though it was smaller and slower, Dan waited for the Ward’s Island ferry. He’d have an easier trip and it would get him to Jags’ house almost as fast. He could see it heading in now, a tortoise crawling across desert sands, avoiding the fleet, impatient sailboats that zigzagged around it. Once the boat docked, Dan waited impatiently for it to unload. Finally, the operator swung the gate open to the waiting crowd. The ride over seemed interminable.


    Algonquin is one of several small islands that comprises North America’s largest car-free urban centre. The five-hundred-and-seventy acre alluvial deposit had slowly formed from eroding sand bluffs farther to the east. The isolation was nearly complete. To be in the city, yet cut off from it at the same time was an almost magical illusion. Yet it wasn’t an illusion. All in all, this was as remote as Toronto could get.


    Dan disembarked and followed the trail to Algonquin. A wide wooden bridge spanned the estuary dividing the islands. Dan crossed over and vanished beneath an overhang of trees. Little more than an overgrown footpath, Dacotah Avenue cut the island in half. Dan’s unease grew as he counted down the numbers, the feeling of remoteness increasing the farther he went. The island had always seemed a haven,

    made idyllic by soft evergreens and marshland backing onto the canals lined with boats. Now it felt ominous and threatening.


    The houses were separated from one another by forest. Jags’ was near the middle, a deep blue chalet engulfed in lush garden beds. Dreamy and distant, it was another world entirely.


    Wind blew through the branches high overhead. All was silent, not a soul in sight. Dan recalled the second rule of horror film survival: When you arrive at a deserted town, don’t stick around to find out why it’s empty.


    The upstairs curtains were drawn. At the far end of the path, under an overhang of trees, a sailboat scudded by, sudden and unexpected, like a deer leaping across a road.


    Dan knocked; there was no answer. Maybe Jags was passed out in an alcoholic stupor. If he’d even made it over here. Dan took out the key ring — there was no sense turning back now. He let himself in, looking warily around. Music was playing softly, nothing he recognized, certainly nothing of Jags’. He heard a clunk. Someone was in the house.


    “Jags? It’s Dan. Are you here?”


    No answer. He walked cautiously around the main floor. Empty. Island homes had no basements, being barely above sea level. He headed upstairs, looking first into one room then another. Two doors stood open; the last was closed. He was aware of his heart’s erratic rhythm as he approached and pushed open the final door.


    The room was dim, the blinds turned down. Dan’s eyes took a second to adjust. When they did, he felt the bone-white shock of fear, the mind’s artful reluctance as it tried to sidestep what it was seeing. A shadowy figure lay prone on the carpet, a coil of rope twined around the neck like an oversized necklace.


    Before Dan could react, Jags stirred. His eyes opened. He sat up and looked around groggily.


    “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked hoarsely.


    He loosened the rope, pulling the ligature over his head, and took a few deep breaths.


    “Satisfied?” Jags asked, rubbing his throat.


    Dan knelt and yanked the rope from his hands. “What is this?” he demanded.


    “What does it look like?”


    “It looks like some kind of pathetic suicide attempt. Are you that desperate for publicity? You want me to tell everyone I saved your life so your book will sell even more copies?”


    Jags actually laughed. “Is that what you think?”


    Dan wanted to slap him, but he resisted. Was there a law against beating celebrities for doing the same stupid things that other people did?


    “I may have gone a little too far this time,” Jags said.


    “A little too far at pretending to kill yourself?”


    “Stop saying that,” Jags growled, waving him off. “Get out of here.”


    Dan stood and took a step back.


    “And shut the door behind you. I’d like a little privacy. I’ll be out in a minute.”


    “All right, but I’m taking this with me.”


    Dan brandished the rope as though it were some kind of prize. He went back downstairs and sat on the couch in the main room, wondering what kind of stupidity he’d got himself into this time and how long before he could get out of it. He looked at the rope, the bristling fibres. He laid it lengthwise on the coffee table as if it were an ornament.


    After a few minutes, Jags came down. He went over to the counter and poured himself a cup of coffee.


    “I thought I fired you,” he said.


    “No, I fired you.”


    “You want some coffee?”


    Dan shook his head. “No.”


    Jags watched him for a moment then laughed. “You still don’t know, do you?”


    Dan gave him a sharp look, but said nothing.


    “Auto-erotic asphyxiation,” Jags said at last. “I just need to be careful not to take it too far.”


    Dan felt his anger quickly replaced with bewilderment. “You what?”


    Jags scowled. “No judgements, please. I’m not interested in hearing from the self-righteously inexperienced.”


    Dan said nothing. He felt like an exasperated parent on hearing the latest admission of reckless stupidity from his most inconsiderate child.


    “Anyway, thanks for …” Jags shrugged. “For saving me. Or whatever.”


    “You’re welcome. Maybe.”


    Jags laughed again. “You look pathetic.”


    “I look pathetic? Really?”


    Jags scowled. “Look, if you haven’t tried it, don’t knock it. I’ve used a lot of drugs in my time and I can say without doubt that this is the best high you’ll ever have. Clean, too. Better than coke by a long shot.”


    “Weren’t you better off making records? How the hell did you get into this?”


    Jags sipped his coffee. “I got into it when life took a dark turn, for want of a better phrase. And I’m known as a phrasemaker, so believe me when I say I have no words to describe what I went through. I spent an entire decade where I started my day with Prozac and ended it with bourbon, in case you missed the gossip rags. I’m mostly down to bourbon and a twisted rope.”


    “Well, thank God for small mercies.”


    Jags looked at him with amusement. “Aren’t you a lyrics reader?”


    Dan stared dumbly at him.


    “I thought you said you knew my work.”


    “Somewhat.”


    “So the album titled Gasper. What do you think that’s about?”


    “I haven’t a fucking clue.”


    “Think about it. First song: Oxygen Free. Did you think that was about clean air?”


    “Well, yes, frankly.”


    “Third song, Rope?” Jags began singing in that clear, famous voice of his Dan had heard on the radio so many times: “So glad to be alive, my friend; just keep me dangling from your end …”


    Dan shook his head. “I never really thought about it.”


    “Well, think about it. That’s what guys like me are for. To open your mind and drag you kicking and screaming to places you’ve never been before.”


    Dan rolled his eyes. “You fucking, fucking twat.”


    “I never claimed to be the boy next door, Danny. Get over yourself.” He shrugged. “Auto-erotic asphyxiation. Breath control play. It’s nothing new. We’re

    talking about restricting the flow of oxygen to the brain for sexual arousal, to put it bluntly.”


    “I’ve heard of it,” Dan told him.


    “The carotid arteries” — Jags indicated either side of his neck — “these babies right here. That’s the mainline of oxygen to your brain. When you cut it off …”

    He pressed his fingers tightly against the sides of his throat till his face turned red. “It produces a semi-

    hallucinogenic state, but one that’s completely lucid. You know what’s going on, but you’re out of it at the same time. Add an orgasm to that, and you’ve got a pure high. Total cool. Exquisite pleasure. And, might I add, highly addictive in its way.”


    “Who the hell would come up with something like that?”


    “Hangings,” Jags replied.


    Dan turned to him. “What?”


    “Think about it. What happens to men when they’re hanged? They get erections. It’s not a myth. It’s like they get off one last time as they’re heading out permanently. I guess someone got the idea that if you could induce that state temporarily, it might be a rush. And it is.” Jags watched him intently. “You should try it sometime.”


    Dan shook his head. “Not for me.”


    Jags shrugged. “You don’t have an adventurous personality?”


    “Not in that sense, I don’t.”


    “Of course, it can be dangerous when done alone. But then so can swimming. Deaths are not uncommon. At least, if you don’t know what you’re doing. Better to share the fun.” He looked around. “As long as you can trust the other person, of course. They say Michael Hutchence was one.”


    Dan looked blankly at him.


    “The singer from INXS?”


    Dan shrugged. “I thought he was a suicide.”


    “The verdict’s still out on that one. I think they made him a suicide to clean him up a bit. Funny when suicide’s a better alternative to dying from your sexual highs.”


    “Right.”


    “One of the most famous cases was from Japan in the 1930s. Another of my songs: Sada.” He hummed a tune Dan recognized. “Sada Abe was the lover of a man named Kichizo …”


    “That song’s true?”


    “Oh, yeah. She worked for Kichizo in his eel restaurant. Kichizo wasn’t attracted to his wife, but Sada turned his crank. The story goes that the first time he jumped her in the kitchen, she stabbed him with a cutting knife. Apparently he enjoyed it. So did she. Eventually they went on to mutual strangulation sessions that could go on for hours. That was the little death I wrote about in the chorus.”


    He hummed another phrase, his voice as hypnotic as a snake charmer’s.


    “Eventually, Sada strangled Kichizo while he was unconscious from sleeping pills. She put her scarf around his neck and tightened it till he died. She testified later in court that he asked her to do it.”


    “But no one believed her.”


    “Not really. You see, after he died she cut off his penis and testicles and carried them around in her purse.”


    “Stop, you’re making me sick.”


    Jags stared like a wolf eyeing a rabbit. “There’s a curious photo of her just after her arrest. She’s smiling. But not only that, so are the officers who arrested her. It’s like they’re all sharing this very private joke together.”


    Dan put up a hand. “Spare me. If you want my opinion …”


    “I don’t.”


    “Nevertheless, you should know that what you’re doing …”


    “… is illegal?”


    Dan made a face. “Just shut up and listen for once.”


    Jags made an exasperated sound.


    “My teenage son listens better than you do.”


    “Glad to hear it. What was the sermon you were about to deliver?”


    Dan held up a menacing finger. “No sermon. I was simply going to say that if you wanted an easier, less dangerous version of this, try poppers.”


    “What?”


    “Amyl nitrate. It’s the gay man’s version of auto-asphyxiation. Cheaper, non-life threatening, but I’d bet my right ball it works just as well.”


    Jags appeared to be considering this. “Any side effects?”


    “Yeah, it rots your brain cells with continued use —

    or so I’m told — but that’s still better than dying and letting your loved ones find you like that.”


    “There’d be no one to find me.”


    “Is that self-pity?”


    “No.” Jags drew the string tighter on his dressing gown and threw Dan a sharp look. “Anyway, what the fuck are you doing here? I thought I fired you.”


    “Whatever. Anyway, I thought I’d give you one more chance to redeem yourself. The offer’s on the table for this moment only. If you want me to work with you — not for you, but with you — if you want me to help save your degenerate carcass then now’s the time to say so.” He stopped and looked at Jags. “Besides, it wouldn’t sit well with my conscience if you ended up dead because I refused to help out.”


    Jags smiled and made a small bow. “Welcome back, brother. I accept your offer. The book launch is this Saturday at seven.”


    Dan nodded. “I’ll be there.”


    Jags slipped an envelope out of his pocket. He proffered it to Dan. “Here, take this.”


    Dan looked at it.


    “It’s the photograph of the ear.”


    Dan held out his hand and accepted the envelope. “Why?”


    “In case anything happens to me, I want you to have it.” Jags looked pleased with himself. “With any luck it’ll remind you that you don’t want another dead client on your hands.”

  


  
    Sixteen


    Crime Busters


    The city skyline approached as the ferry pushed its way homeward. Dan stood alone near the back of the boat while the other passengers huddled at the bow and pointed out landmarks made less familiar by perspective and distance. He pulled out his cellphone and dialled. Germ picked up on the first ring.


    “Dan my man.”


    “Hi, Germ. Glad you’re answering.”


    “Truth to tell, you’re getting to be a habit with me. Thought my life was interesting till I met you. Kicks, you know?”


    Dan laughed. Kicks. Right. Smoking dope seemed so passé at that moment. “As long as they’re the healthy kind, I guess.”


    Now it was Germ’s turn to laugh. “What can I do for you today?”


    “How would you like to help one of your all-time heroes?”


    Curiosity crept into his voice. “Who’s that?”


    “You tell me.”


    A snort. “Huh?”


    “Who did you say was one of your all-time heroes?”


    “Jags Rohmer?”


    “You got it, baby.”


    “What’s he got to do with the price of milk?”


    “He’s now my client.”


    “No way!”


    “Way, dude.”


    There was a palpable silence.


    “Okay. So what can I possibly do for a guy like Jags Rohmer? He need artwork for a new CD or something? That would be way cool.”


    “Not exactly.”


    “So spill.”


    “Okay,” Dan said slowly. “But everything I tell you here is off the record, probably for all time. You good with that?”


    “Sure. I trust you, man.”


    “All right. That issue I brought up recently …”


    “The missing kid who garrots his victims?”


    Dan looked over as a sailboat breezed past with three blonde women lounging in the sun. Dan disliked being on the water. Why be stuck on a boat when you could be on solid land? He hated the torpor, hated the confinement. You can keep the water. Give me a mountain and I’ll climb it any day, he thought. Same with tanning. What was wrong with being your natural colour, whatever it was?


    “That’s the one.”


    “Waaaaaaait a minute. Are you telling me that Jags has something to do with the shit we talked about the other day?”


    “Germ, I am not at liberty to say much. All I will tell you is that Jags Rohmer is my client and any information you give me would be going to help him out of a tight spot.”


    “I’d have to think about it. What’s he need the help for?”


    “He’s being threatened. I can’t go into it in any more detail than that.”


    “No shit!”


    “Shit. Are you in?”


    A heavy exhalation. “Okay. I’m in. I’d do anything to help that guy.”


    “Cool. We’ll talk about fees and what I need from you when I have a chance to assess the situation a little better.”


    “Sure. Just one thing …”


    “Yes?”


    “Gonna need an autograph from the dude. Just to be sure this is on the level.”


    Dan smiled. “I’m sure that can be arranged. In the meantime, I’ve got some artwork to show you. I can be there in half an hour.”


    “Come on over.”


    Dan hung up. The ferry was just pulling into the dock. His car was five minutes away.


    The curly head of hair was bent down over the photo. Dan waited. Germ said nothing for a while then looked up with a grim expression.


    “Why would someone send him this? Who would cut off a guy’s ear? I mean, van Gogh cut off an ear, but it was his ear, you know?” He thought this over. “Jags Rohmer can’t be a child molester. I mean, I’ve heard some weird things, but that one’s hard for me to believe.”


    “If you help me find Gaetan Bélanger, we’ll know for sure.”


    “Ah, I had a feeling you were working your way around to that.”


    Germ sat back with his arms splayed over the back of the couch. His mouth was making little twitching movements. “If I help you find this kid, you’ve got to guarantee me that he won’t be hurt.”


    Dan said nothing.


    “I don’t want this shit on my karma, dude. Guy gets hurt and it’ll be my fault for leading you to him. Well?”


    Dan shrugged. “I won’t be the one arresting him, Germ. I can’t say anything for sure.”


    Germ started to protest, but Dan cut him off.


    “Let’s just say this is a very high-profile case and the police are not going to risk a public assassination when they catch him. I can guarantee that much.”


    Germ smirked. “Ever hear of Lee Harvey Oswald?”


    “That was the U.S. In fact, it was Texas, which is a whole different universe.”


    “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”


    Germ looked away. He seemed to be mulling this over.


    “Yeah, I guess that makes sense,” he said after a while. He shook his head again. “The fuck could Jags Rohmer have to do with this shit?”


    “I honestly have no idea, but he swore to me he never molested any children. I believe him, for what it’s worth …”


    “Yeah, but he’s a rock star, right?”


    “Exactly. Who knows what he got up to with some groupie way back when he was barely in his twenties. He could have diddled some fifteen-year-old without knowing her real age. That’s likely, of course. But I don’t think it counts as child molestation. Strictly speaking it would be statutory rape, which is illegal, but I think you and I are on the same side of the fence on that one. A teenager’s right to do with her body what she pleases, etc.”


    “Yeah, yeah. I hear you. Don’t start feeding me my own lingo.”


    His eyes flashed around the room. They stopped at the console.


    “Okay, so what I gotta do is get a few cameras set up in the likeliest places.” His mind was kicking into gear. “Velvet Blue will help. We’ve already had a few sightings of a possible match for the kid I saw at the slaughterhouse. Can’t say for sure it’s Bélanger yet, but if it is then that newspaper article is going to drive him further underground. If I were him, I’d stay so far underground even the rats couldn’t find me.”


    “He still has to come out to eat now and then,” Dan ventured.


    Germ shook his head. “Not necessarily. Maybe he’s got a friend bringing him food.”


    Dan nodded. “Yeah, there’s that, but let’s not get lost in maybes. We need to concentrate on the best possible scenario, deal?”


    “I’m cool with that.”


    Germ looked down at the photo again, an expression of disgust on his face. “But if some fucker is capable of doing shit like this then our involvement’s got to be at a distance. I can’t have him finding me and Velvet Blue. He’d be worse than the cops for retribution.” He grinned. “Besides, she might kill him if he tries anything.”


    He took Dan over to the console and pointed to a screen in the lower right-hand corner. Dan saw a perimeter fence with a gravel road leading off to the right.


    “This is the old dairy in the west end, just off Dundas West. You know it?”


    Dan shrugged. “I don’t think so.”


    “It’s not far from the slaughterhouse where your last guy was done.” Germ tapped the screen. “I’ve got a couple kids there who said they might have seen your guy. Emphasis on might.”


    “What were they doing there?”


    Germ looked up. “They live there. Same as you live at your address.”


    “And that’s where they saw him?”


    “No. They saw him at an abandoned storage site not far from there. They could tell he was a newbie. Everyone living underground knows when someone else comes on the scene. The network is small and tight. Even if you avoid the others, someone’s bound to notice you before too long.”


    Dan thought a moment. “Okay, so what do we do? I don’t want anyone getting too close to him in case he tries anything.”


    “Velvet Blue and I can take care of ourselves. I think Mohawk’s got a black belt.”


    “Mohawk?”


    “First Nations. Real good guy. One of the kids who lives at the dairy. He can take a look around — from a distance, of course. Is there a reward on the guy’s head?”


    “Besides what I pay? So far just the usual Crime Busters fee.”


    “Oh, yeah. That snitch line thing. Well, better than nothing, I suppose.”


    Dan took stock of this. “I thought you said your guys wouldn’t touch money from the System.”


    “Well, sometimes you gotta take what’s out there. Me, I’m a bit choosier. In this case, I feel I’m helping Mr. Jags Rohmer. It’s not about the money; it’s about love.”


    “He’s that important to you?”


    “Yeah, in a way. Guy turned my life around when I was a fucked-up, suicidal teenager. His music, man? It’s got more soul and more meaning than all the crap out there today. Fucking JT and Beyoncé, man. Useless little prats. What do they know?”


    Dan smiled. “I hear you.”


    “So, I’m doing it for him.”


    “Well, I’m sure he thanks you.”


    “But I still want that autograph.”


    Germ assured him the cameras would be up and operational within two days. Dan left him to his work. Pulling the elevator doors open on the ground floor, he looked around to make sure he wasn’t being watched. Outside the warehouse, the street was empty.

  


  
    Seventeen


    When Children Kill


    The house looked deserted when Dan arrived. The lights were off. No Trevor. No Ked. And strangest of all, no Ralph. In the kitchen he found the remnants of a meal in the sink. At least they’d been there. Then he heard the scream from the basement.


    A woman’s scream. The paint-peeling, blood curdling type.


    It wasn’t just supper he’d missed. He’d forgotten their Fright Night movie date. Forgot even what day it was. He trouped downstairs to find Trevor and Ked glued to the TV. Ralph’s tail wagged at his arrival, but he stayed put, unwilling to abandon his seat to greet the latecomer. Or else he found the movie that absorbing.


    Ked pressed pause on the remote. Onscreen, a boat careened over a waterfall, stopped and held.


    Trevor and Ked turned and stared at him.


    “What?” Dan asked.


    “That’s what we’d like to know,” Trevor said.


    “You forgot our movie,” Ked said.


    “Sorry.”


    “And supper,” Trevor added, “but we’ll forgive you for that.”


    “You’ve been acting awfully strange, Dad,” Ked added.


    “More than normal, you mean?”


    Ked nodded. “Oh, yeah. Way more.”


    Dan sat on the couch and looked at the TV. “Okay. I’ll try to act normal. If I can remember what that is.”


    Ked pressed the play button and sent the boat into freefall. As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods.


    “Dad, you’re missing a great movie. It’s awesome! This giant anaconda takes over the Amazon and attacks a boat full of filmmakers.”


    “So far,” Trevor said, “they’ve broken just about every rule for surviving in a horror film we could think of and then some. But the monkey’s cute as hell.”


    Dan settled in for the adventure. When the movie finally ended, they waited while the credits flickered and died. Ked said goodnight and went up to bed with Ralph trailing behind.


    Dan turned to Trevor. “Sorry for missing supper.”


    “You’ve got a lot going on.”


    Dan nodded. The week had passed in a blur.


    “Donny called earlier.…”


    Dan clapped his forehead with his palm. “Shit!

    I forgot I was supposed to meet him this afternoon.”


    “He’ll forgive you.”


    Dan reached for his cell phone.


    “Don’t bother. I told him you were pressed for time and just forgot. He said he’d talk to you tomorrow.”


    Dan looked over. “Is it about Lester?”


    Trevor nodded. “Yes. He called again.”


    “How is he?”


    “Physically okay, I guess. But all is not well.”


    “The parents are still at it?”


    “More than ever. Donny’s afraid he’s going to do something rash. Worse, I’m afraid Donny is going to do something rash. Lester gave him the family address in Oshawa.”


    “Oh, no.”


    Trevor eyed him. “Oh, yes. Don’t be surprised to hear he has some cockamamie scheme to get the kid back to Toronto.”


    “I don’t like it,” Dan said.


    “Nor I. I told him to talk to you before he does anything.”


    “Thanks.”


    Dan leaned in and they kissed tentatively. Not having Trevor near these past few days, he’d felt as though he were missing a part of himself.


    “Let’s go upstairs,” Dan said, reaching for Trevor’s hand.


    Dan undressed and lay watching Trevor. He loved the lean silkiness of him, as though he were both boy and man. His face was one Michelangelo might have sculpted, like a model whose beauty would be celebrated for centuries. But he was not only beautiful. He was also kind, Dan knew. It didn’t matter if they’d known one another less than a year. You couldn’t fake goodness or decency.


    Trevor came to him and made love dutifully, but Dan sensed his distraction.


    “Everything okay?” he asked.


    “I know this is still supposed to be our honeymoon period. Sorry.”


    “No apologies necessary,” Dan said. “Tell me what’s going on.”


    There was a long silence.


    “It was difficult coming back here,” Trevor said. “I had a panic attack putting the house up for sale. Then I had another one getting on the plane. The only thing that made me do it was the thought of losing you if I didn’t.”


    Dan looked chagrined. “I’m sorry … I don’t know what to say.”


    “You don’t have to say anything,” Trevor said. “I just want you to know what’s going on with me.”


    “Do you want to talk about it?”


    “No, not yet. Just hold me, please.”


    They clung to one another in silence until Dan felt Trevor’s body relax. He tried to twin their breathing and found he could do it for a while, but somehow Trevor’s always galloped ahead, as though even in sleep he was anxious to get away. As if under the skin lay something that could not be smoothed away with a kiss or a caress.


    Dan got up and went down the hall to his office. The desk lamp focused a bright beam within a narrow radius, leaving the rest of the room in shadow. Peace and calm reigned here. It was his sanctuary.


    Jags’ world had taken over his own lately. Shamefully, he’d neglected both Trevor and Ked. He’d also neglected his cases of deadbeat dads skipping out on childcare payments. A little overtime was required so he could spend more family time over the weekend.


    He turned on his laptop and pulled the keyboard close. How anyone could not care enough about their child’s welfare to do whatever it took to support them was beyond his understanding. He’d taken full responsibility for Ked when Kendra told him she was pregnant. Her family would have disowned her — or worse — had she revealed her pregnancy. An extended stay in California during the final months resolved that problem. The rest was up to Dan on Kendra’s return with their newborn son. He hadn’t regretted it once in all the years since. In fact, raising Ked had given him purpose and helped ease some of the burdens of his own childhood. In many ways, Ked had been his redemption.


    He logged on to a website for non-payment of child support and felt ironically gratified to see a few women cropping up among the deadbeat dads. Nice to know it wasn’t endemic to the male of the species. Most of the absconders were ordinary looking. It wasn’t as if you expected a leer on the deadbeat’s face and a left arm that ended in a hook, but the assumption was that a certain mentality must be betrayed by its features. Not so. They also had a vast array of trades at their disposal: waiters and carpenters, accountants and IT workers. No stock brokers, Dan noted. Presumably, if you had money and didn’t care about your kid, you just paid off your spouse and were shot of it. Others seemed comically geared to get a laugh when you read the sections on LAST KNOWN EMPLOYER: Chicken-on-the-Run, Getaway Travel, East-West Carnivals Ltd. I’m outta here and good luck finding me, Mary Jo! As for aliases, the deadbeat moms had the drop on the deadbeat dads by a long shot. One woman was known by thirteen individual names, not counting her real one. Under OTHER TRAITS were listed a bird tattoo (“species unknown”) on her left breast and a sword and shield over her belly button. No doubt the latter would be viewed as an enticement in some circles, Dan mused. Or maybe the sword and shield were to deter any further children from springing from her womb, while the bird could be read as an ironic comment on her flighty tendencies.


    Dan found nothing helpful to his current cases on any of the sites. He’d combed through them many times. Boredom crept in. Without thinking, he found himself typing in the words: whenchildrenkill.com. The photos and stories were both fascinating and utterly grotesque. Children who killed other children, children who killed adults and strangers, children who killed their own parents.


    His eye ran down the page. The site was a repository for some of the most gruesome murders he’d ever come across. Of course, he wasn’t surprised that children might have murderous intentions — youthful emotion tended to the extreme. What surprised him was the ferocity with which some of the murders had been carried out. Here were children who killed siblings out of jealousy or murdered their parents for seemingly innocuous reasons: friendships disapproved of, dates not allowed, scoldings over sloppy schoolwork. He thought of his own father and how much he’d hated the man’s drunken brutality. But in all the years his father had abused him, Dan never once thought of doing away with him. It was the nature of the beast, he knew. He’d eventually found the courage to leave the situation behind, but not before his father had inflicted a permanent reminder of where he came from in the red line that ran down the side of his face.


    After an hour on the site, his eyes began to give out. He crept down to the kitchen to share a late-night snack with Ralph, who seemed happy for the company and sloppy leftovers. Finally, when there was nothing else to kill time with, Dan went back up to bed and snuggled in beside Trevor without waking him.


    


    The store on Queen Street West was ablaze with lights and chock-a-block with customers. It looked like a Boxing Day sale. A guaranteed sell-out. Dan found himself perusing a shelf of children’s books. He was surprised how many of the titles boasted some form of violent interaction between children and their antagonists. The latest Harry Potter was prominent, of course. The series famously portrayed adolescents who battled dark forces in a universe where good and evil clashed in ways far more ingeniously than in the real one. There was also a selection of classics describing dark happenings to even younger children. A chicly coutured Little Red Riding Hood faced her nemesis, the Big Bad Wolf, alongside a volume entitled Bearskinner by the Brothers Grimm. (How aptly named they were, Dan told himself). The list of atrocities mounted. Was it any wonder kids grew up violent or fearful or sometimes both? Dan had never exposed Ked to anything of that nature, but neither had his son been drawn to violence on television. Then again, Ked was different from most kids. Or so Dan prided himself.


    He turned his attention to the gathering. He was supposed to be watching out for his boss, not fantasizing about children’s literature. He put aside a copy of Jags’ book for Germ. He’d have to remember to get him to sign it.


    Dan stood on the sidelines watching the hopeful fans approach their idol, hands holding out copies of the book. Jags had dressed impeccably. Dan couldn’t help noticing he’d worn his Farley Chatto jacket, with flannel trousers and a linen shirt open at the neck.


    When he smiled, there was something almost feminine in his face. Androgynous, amorphous. He would exchange a few words with a fan, look down and turn the pages before signing his name. Broad hands smoothed his inky hair into place behind his ears. The man was nearing sixty, but his sex appeal was undeniable. He could easily have passed for forty.


    Dan noticed a stir over by the door as a woman entered to join the gathering. It was Joni Mitchell, dropping in to visit a ghost of her past. She was the only visitor Jags stood to greet during the course of the evening. Dan recognized a few other faces from somewhere, though if pressed he couldn’t have said exactly where. An alternate universe where famous people lived their curious lives and cavorted with one another.


    Jags signed for nearly two hours. He looked happy. He was back in his element. As much as he claimed to disdain celebrityhood, it suited him. He wouldn’t know what to do if he moved to his Collingwood cabin in the woods with little or no human interaction. Once a star, always a star, Dan thought. And Jags Rohmer would always be that.


    Joni Mitchell left after a brief chat with some of the other famous faces. By nine o’clock, almost everyone had gone. Dan was glad when the storeowner flipped the Closed sign on his door and turned the lock. Day was done.


    They were just about to leave when Dan remembered the copy he’d picked up for Germ. Jags flipped open the cover, scratched out his printed name with two bold strokes, and signed with a flamboyance stretching across the page.


    As he waited, Dan looked down at a pile of books on a sale table. There, on one side, was a book with a curious title. He picked it up: An Incredibly Ordinary Life by Anonymous. Perhaps it was what Jags might aspire to write next.

  


  
    Eighteen


    Word on the Street


    Jags dropped him off in his Porsche. Dan emerged with the signed book under his arm. In the kitchen, a note said Trevor and Ked had gone to the Ex. At least they had each other for company while he was busy, Dan thought. He tossed his coat over the banister railing and poured himself a beer. The hallway answering machine yielded a single message.


    “Hey there, mister man.” It was Germ. “Drop by when you get a mo. I got some of that nice black tea you like.” Followed by a cackle.


    The man really was cracked, Dan mused. At least he’d be pleased with the book.


    Dan called back immediately. They had just got through their opening preamble when Germ went silent. Dan waited.


    “Uh-oh, we got some static on the line.”


    Dan paused and listened for it. “I don’t hear it.”


    “Trust me, dude. Call me back from another line.”


    “What?”


    “Just do it. Find another phone and call me.”


    Five minutes later, he had Ked’s cell phone. The voice that answered sounded suspicious.


    “It’s Dan.”


    “One minute.”


    He heard a hum as the line went quiet. Eventually, Germ came back on.


    “Okay, this line’s all right for now. Where are you?”


    “At home. I borrowed my son’s cell.”


    Germ laughed. “Well, I’m sure your son’s a good kid, but don’t let them start tapping his line too. Kids have got all kinds of secrets.”


    “Tapping?”


    “Dude, I’m telling you. That other line was being listened in on. I was monitoring the interference. I can’t tell you who was on the other end, but it was there.”


    “Fuck!”


    Dan looked out the window toward the street, as though whoever was spying on him might be skulking under bushes and hiding behind parked cars. As if.


    “From now on, use a payphone when you call, but even payphones are liable to be tapped, depending on your ’hood, right? I mean, a lot of guys selling dope use public phones thinking they’re safe. Wrong ’hood, wrong phone, and you got a tap. Next thing you know, you’re busted. So how are things?”


    “Things were fine till just this last thirty seconds.”


    “Don’t sweat it, dude. You could always get a new cell phone with a calling card from a corner store. Much harder for them to trace.”


    “All right.”


    “Like you to meet me.”


    “When?”


    “Now.”


    “Okay. Where?”


    “Don’t come to the usual place. Remember that place where I shot the video for you last year?”


    Dan recalled an earlier instance when Germ’s capabilities came in handy.


    “Yeah.”


    “Go there. Bring your kid’s phone with you. Here’s what we’re gonna do …”


    


    Half an hour later Dan arrived at a deserted warehouse in the city’s west end. He parked on the street and sat waiting. There were no other vehicles in sight. Outside, the sky was glowering. Ten minutes went by. A car passed, slowed, then moved on.


    Ked’s phone rang.


    “Sharp.”


    “I’m here. Come in, man.”


    He walked up to the building and saw the camera pointing at him like an accusing finger. A door clicked open. Dan entered and felt his way carefully down a darkened staircase. At the far end of the corridor he saw a tiny red light. It blinked and he walked toward it. He smelled dope.


    Follow the trail, he thought.


    A shadow moved and Germ greeted him.


    “This is so-o-o not my usual place,” he said. “Nowhere to sit, and I can’t even offer you tea. Toke?”


    He held out the glowing wand.


    “No, thanks.”


    “One of these days then.”


    “We’ll see.”


    “I won’t lecture you, but you need to relax a little. Believe me, you’ll live longer.”


    “Great, but for what it’s worth I wasn’t planning a long stay on the planet this time around.”


    “Cool. I hear you.” Germ took a gargantuan toke and dropped the roach, grinding it into red splinters underfoot till it stopped smoking. “So, what I wanted to tell you is this. Your guy? This Gaetan kid? He’s in town. He’s been spotted, but since the Star exposé he’s hiding extra low. If he was invisible before, he’s super-invisible now. Like, nonexistent.”


    “Do you know where he is?”


    “Sorta.”


    “Meaning?”


    “Meaning, where does the wind blow? I know the general area, sure. Whether or not I can pinpoint it to one particular building, I can’t say yet. Kid’s been moving around a lot. But dude.”


    He stopped. Dan waited.


    “Are you sure he’s the one?”


    “I’m not at all sure,” Dan said. “I’ve never seen him. All I know is he blogged a death threat against an ex-priest who ended up murdered. He may also have dumped a file of names from the Sex Offenders Registry on-line. At least three people on that list are now dead.”


    “Okay, but everything I hear about him says he’s all talk, no walk. Big pussycat type.”


    “Meaning?”


    “Meaning I’m reluctant to expose him. Meaning if I turn him over to you and the cops get hold of him, I think I’m gonna feel bad before too long. Et cetera. Don’t think he’s your guy, is all I’m saying.”


    “Okay,” Dan said. “So what then?”


    “Let me see if I can track him down. Then we’ll talk. Give me a few more days.”


    Germ’s voice lowered. The conversation continued sotto voce for a while then concluded quickly.


    “By the way,” Dan said, “I’ve got something for you from Mr. Jags Rohmer himself.”


    He held out the book. Germ all but snatched it from his hands.


    “No way!”


    “Way.”


    “Cool! Thanks, man.”


    Germ slipped away to the far end of the building, disappearing into blackness. He really was a mole, Dan thought in amazement.


    When he emerged, sheets of rain were falling. They’d been so far underground he hadn’t heard it begin. He turned the corner in time to see a tow-truck driving away with his car. He yelled and waved his hands, but the truck continued on heedlessly. Cursing, he turned up his collar and started to walk.


    He made it half a block before he heard the siren. Blue and red lights flashed over his shoulder, phantom hands grabbing him from behind. His gut clenched like a kid caught stealing from a corner store. Germ’s nonsense about phone taps had hard-wired him into paranoia. He stepped over to the side of the road to let the car pass. Instead, it swooped up beside him. The vehicle was unmarked.


    The light went off. Dan waited as the window lowered. Constable Pfeiffer leered up at him.


    “Evening, Dan.” He nodded to the inside of the car. “It’s a bit wet out. Care to join me?”


    “Is this an official invitation?”


    “Absolutely not. I just don’t like to leave a guy standing out in the rain. Especially after his car’s been towed.” He grinned.


    “Actually, there were no parking restrictions in that lane. I’m inclined to think it was stolen.”


    “Always a possibility. I could look into that for you.”


    Pfeiffer was chewing his trademark gum. He waited as the rain dripped down Dan’s cheeks.


    “You’re getting wet.”


    The automatic locks clicked open. Dan shrugged and went around the front of the car. He slid into the passenger seat and looked over at Pfeiffer. It was the first time they’d been face to face since the meeting at headquarters, and the first they’d spoken since Pfeiffer had told him Jags was mixed up in the case.


    He’d shaved his moustache, Dan noted. Dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, he really did look like a street punk. Dan thought of the pissing contest they’d had in the bathroom of the police station. A literal pissing contest, with Pfeiffer trying to impress him. Dan wanted to laugh. He was an overgrown boy playing at being a man.


    A rap tune beat insistently in the background, too low to make out the words. The music was punctuated every few bars by what sounded like gunshots. Very ghetto, Dan thought.


    “I thought you’d prefer this to standing in the rain,” Pfeiffer said.


    Dan didn’t say anything.


    “How are things going with your new client?” Pfeiffer asked in a jovial tone.


    “I’m not at leisure to talk about my clients.”


    “No problem,” Pfeiffer told him. “I wouldn’t want you to break client confidentiality.”


    Dan waited. He had no idea what game they were playing, so he hadn’t a clue how to proceed. If this were a sexual pick-up, he’d have a better sense of the banter expected of him, but he doubted this macho little prig would ever admit to being gay or even bisexual.


    Pfeiffer put the car in gear and drove. “Where to?” he asked.


    “It’s your move,” Dan said.


    Pfeiffer looked out the window at the warehouse. “Quite an interesting neighbourhood. What brings you out to the middle of nowhere at this time of night?”


    “Heard there was a good smoke-damage sale.”


    “Smoke damage. That’s good.”


    Pfeiffer laughed a high, clear laugh. Doesn’t get out enough, Dan concluded.


    “You’re funny.”


    “I’m a lot of things,” Dan said.


    “So is this where your friends live?”


    “What friends?”


    Dan had no doubt Pfeiffer knew why he was here. He wondered if somehow Ked’s cellphone had been monitored too. If so, how much did Pfeiffer already know about Germ and Velvet Blue?


    “Security cameras?” Pfeiffer asked, looking over at the building.


    “Is that a question?” Dan said, thinking of the rows of monitors in Germ’s underground sanctuary. “Because I couldn’t tell you.”


    Pfeiffer shrugged. “I could always tell your friends that you brought me here and showed me their set-up.”


    They still wouldn’t help you, Dan thought.


    Pfeiffer shrugged off his silence. “No matter. I can see a few good places where I’d hide them if it were my place. ’Course, my place is smaller, so they’re harder to conceal. I’ve got nearly a dozen inside and out.”


    He waited a beat for Dan to pick up on this.


    “Your place has a dozen security cameras?” Dan asked. “Why?”


    “For security,” Pfeiffer said, laughing at his own joke. He shrugged. “You never know.”


    “Wouldn’t one at the front and another in the back be sufficient?”


    “Yeah, but this way I have a better chance of catching a facial if anyone tries anything. I’ve got some high up, some low, some head on. I learned it from a couple of guys who specialize in this sort of thing. They did that house on Carlton for Zundel after the pipe bomb blew a hole through his garage door.”


    “Ernst Zundel?” Dan asked. “The Holocaust denier who claims that Nazis are behind UFOs?” He shook his head. “You’re kidding, right?”


    Pfeiffer’s expression turned serious. “He’s a very bright guy. People don’t give him enough credit.”


    “Yeah, well, I can’t say I blame them. He says some pretty crazy things.”


    Pfeiffer put the car in gear and drove for a while.


    “You should know about security. It’s important. You’ve got a family to protect, right? Couple of kids?”


    Dan felt the fear creep into his gut. Was this a threat? The guy was a maniac.


    “Actually, just one. But you’re right, I do my best to protect him. Whatever it takes.”


    “Yeah, sure. Doesn’t matter if you’re gay or not. You people have kids these days. You can get married even. The whole nine yards.”


    Dan waited, reluctant to antagonize him but knowing that was how threats worked. A word was spoken, a name mentioned, then the victim did the rest out of fear. It didn’t matter whether the threat was real, the effect was the same. Protection money didn’t protect you from anything, it simply guaranteed you didn’t need to be protected.


    “Whether or not you help me, I will get this Bélanger kid.” Pfeiffer looked over at him meaningfully. “But I will remember afterward whether you helped me or not.”


    “And here I was starting to think maybe you liked me, just showing up out of the blue and all.”


    “Hey, you never know,” Pfeiffer said.


    They were stopped on a red. The light went green and the car jolted forward.


    “What’s Jags Rohmer got to do with any of this?” Dan asked to change the subject.


    Pfeiffer looked him over. “Did you ask him?”


    “Yes, and he denied having his name on the Sex Offenders Registry. Do you know something I don’t?”


    Pfeiffer shrugged. “Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he doesn’t have anything to do with it.”


    “You know what I mean,” Dan said, bristling. “Why did he receive a photograph with a severed ear? He said he showed it to you. That’s Bélanger’s signature. So why is he targeting Rohmer?”


    Pfeiffer concentrated on driving. They were getting into traffic now, the streets less deserted. He pursed his lips at the question. Either he knew something and didn’t want to say what, or else he knew nothing and wanted Dan to think he did.


    “I guess that’s something you’ll have to find out for yourself.”


    “Rohmer swears he’s not into kids,” Dan said. “I believe him.”


    “Well, there you are,” Pfeiffer said.


    They were on Bloor Street near Clinton. The rain was still coming down, leaving shivery little trails of light on the pavement.


    “Isn’t this city amazing?” Pfeiffer asked. “Here we are in the centre of Toronto and you look out the window and what do you see? Korean writing! We’re in Little Korea. A bit south of here we’d be in Little Italy.”


    The wipers beat a tattoo rhythm in time with the music. The effect was hypnotic.


    “What’s your background?” Pfeiffer asked.


    “White trash,” Dan said. “Or is that politically incorrect?”


    Pfeiffer laughed. “Yeah. I guess it is. Me, too.”


    Amazing, Dan thought. I get picked up for a lesson in ethnicity.


    “This case I’m working on,” Pfeiffer began. “It didn’t begin with the murder of that priest in Quebec last year. It started a long time before that. It actually started with the perpetrators. The real perpetrators.”


    “Meaning?”


    “The abusers.” Pfeiffer nodded, as though confirming something to himself. “We’ve been trying to clean up a group of molesters. There are some very big names in that file.”


    Dan looked over.


    “I can’t tell you,” Pfeiffer said. “So don’t ask.”


    “I doubt I’d want to know.”


    “Still, a few of them are real well known. I guarantee you’d be surprised if I named names.” He looked meaningfully at Dan.


    “No doubt,” Dan said. “Despite my profession, I still have some faith in the human race, which is why I can occasionally be shocked and disillusioned when people do bad things. I always hope for better.”


    Pfeiffer looked over at him and sneered. “Whatever.”


    “So if you’ve got the goods on these guys, then why are they out walking around?”


    “Not all of them are. Some got put away.” Pfeiffer nodded to himself. “But some of them were given clemency.”


    “A deal?”


    “Yeah, that’s right. They turned in a few others. There was a list of kids they shared. Boys and girls. We eventually got the pimp and broke up the ring, but it still operates on a smaller scale.”


    “Not surprising, if there’s money to be made.”


    “Then the first murder happened. We saw the blog. We all knew it was Bélanger, but no one expected him to come after anybody else. Especially not here. That was his mistake.”


    Pfeiffer turned south on Yonge Street. The rain had stopped. He rolled the windows down and looked out. Bookshops, once a hub of the city’s cultural activity, hunkered like dinosaurs on the strip, their displays overcrowded with second-hand covers. They were flanked with pizza-by-the-slice outlets, XXX porn shops, money marts, cheap cafés, and running-shoe retailers. Even these were looking ratty and on the downlow. Was there anything not being sold for less online now?


    South of Gerrard, they passed the Evergreen Centre, a halfway house for street kids. Pfeiffer slowed to look at the crowd gathered outside, a dozen teenagers bantering and smoking. Several of them had dogs, but no place to go, apparently.


    “Lotta kids out there,” Dan said.


    He thought of Lester. Farther back in time, he saw himself in the glare of a car’s headlights reflected on a homeless boy’s face.


    Pfeiffer interrupted his thoughts. “The RCMP missing child statistics over the last decade lists more than sixty thousand kids. Some of them end up here. At a guess, I’d say at least three quarters have tried drugs. Maybe half have sold themselves for sex. What do you think?”


    Dan shrugged. He wasn’t being drawn into this game. How far did this maniac’s knowledge reach into his past? He shuddered to think about it.


    Pfeiffer swerved over to the curb and switched off the engine. They sat in silence for a moment. At the end of an alley, a boy of about thirteen or fourteen appeared to be waiting for someone.


    “That’s one of the kids we’re keeping an eye on. He sells drugs now. Ecstasy, meth. Whatever he can get his hands on.”


    They watched as a car stopped, rolled down its window, and a head leaned out. The kid went over, looked furtively around then handed something to the driver. The driver handed back a bill and rolled his window up before driving off again.


    “How do you know so much about Jags Rohmer?” Dan asked.


    “Actually, through a personal connection. He dated my mother once.”


    A surprise answer.


    Dan turned to him. “Dated?”


    “Yeah. She wasn’t just one of his groupies, if that’s what you’re saying. He actually dated her.”


    “Okay.”


    The boy skipped off down the alley, disappearing into the night.


    “You see these kids from time to time,” Pfeiffer said. “The hustlers. No one keeps track of them. I helped fish one out of the water on Toronto Island last year. He was twelve.”


    Dan gave him a sharp look. “Are you saying there was an underage gay murder on Toronto Island? I never heard about it, if there was.”


    Pfeiffer shrugged. “You never heard about it for two reasons. First, the papers weren’t informed it was a ‘gay’ murder. Second, they don’t usually report deaths that get chalked up to suicide.”


    Dan reflected on this. “I assume you know that Rohmer lives on the island. Are you suggesting it was him, because I’m pretty sure he’s not gay.”


    Pfeiffer shook his head. “We don’t think it was him. This kid was strung out on crystal meth. There’s no evidence anyone pushed him into the water. He was a casualty of his lifestyle, which included living with a very rich man who is immune to prosecution under the law. Nice system, eh?”


    “Yeah,” Dan murmured. “Money has its privileges.”


    “In this case, privilege has its privileges. This guy is well connected.”


    He said a name that sounded familiar, partly because the family was a prominent one, but also because the man was a former cabinet minister under the Mulroney regime. Dan thought of the Mulroney era as the moment of no return in Canadian politics, when Canadian politicians went American-style, lying to voters and defaming their opponents. Dirty politics. Then again, was there any other kind? When the Conservative party folded, the man in question disappeared. His career had been on the upswing till then. After the bloodbath that saw the party reduced from 151 seats to two — the Canadian voters’ punishment for being lied to — he never made it back.


    “I know who you mean,” Dan said. “Rumour had it his personal habits were overlooked by Mulroney, but when Mulroney retired he was pretty much told not to look for re-election if he wanted to keep out of the papers. I gather he did as he was told.”


    “Probably a smart move. For some reason, those people always feel an urge to become prominent in public affairs. Must be the ego. The end result is inevitably bad for everyone.”


    “Should you be telling me this?”


    “Why not? Playing by the rules only slows things down. It means a lot of wasted time and more corpses. Touch the right nerve and you can even make a dead man dance.”


    “What are you telling me?”


    Pfeiffer smiled a coy smile. For a moment Dan thought he wasn’t going to answer.


    “Sometimes you have to make things happen any way you can. The press, for instance. Personally, I’d like

    to nuke them all. The way they portray us, the things they write about the chief. He’s a good man, though they’d never say that.”


    Dan wasn’t so sure he’d concur on that, but he let it ride. Pfeiffer’s conversation was getting a little too interesting to interrupt.


    “I’ve got contacts, though.”


    “At the Star?” Dan asked, wondering about the recent article. It didn’t take much to put two and two together, if that’s what Pfeiffer was telling him.


    “There and other places. You want those bastards on your side. Sometimes it helps to do them a favour or two. Where’d they get certain little details from? The press talks things up, we talk them down again. All moves on the chessboard. Look busy and keep out of trouble till you bag someone for the crime. Done. Game over. If you don’t tell them what they want to hear, they’ll make something up. Better to tell them what you want them to know.”


    Pfeiffer reached into his chest pocket and retrieved an envelope. With one hand, he flipped open the flap and handed it to Dan.


    “Tell me what you think this is.”


    Dan took the envelope and let a Xeroxed sheet fall into his hands. Frankly, he was getting tired of men handing him envelopes and asking him to guess their contents.


    It appeared to be some sort of surveillance camera set-up. The shot had been taken through glass, possibly a car window or maybe even from a street café. The man standing on the corner in the photo appeared to be waiting for someone. The next three shots showed him greeting what looked like an adolescent, then the pair in conversation, followed by a shot of the two walking away together.


    “Looks like a pick-up,” Dan said. “Possibly a drug deal going on or maybe a sexual transaction.”


    “Both, as it turned out. This was our ‘known heavy’ on the downtown streets for quite a few years. He operated a slick business. He picked ’em up and beat ’em up. Famous for it, really. His game was to take the kids in and feed them at first. The abuse started soon after, but by then they were trapped. He drugged them, made them dependent on him, and scared the shit out of them. We’ve never been able to get any of them to name him — they’re all afraid of him.”


    “What was his appeal?”


    “Lost, lonely kid on the street. He played big brother to them. Promised them things: fancy lifestyle, splashy parties. Made them feel special. The kid starts dreaming of glamour, life off the streets, and they’d fall for anything. He also took photos of them, which he used to sell the kids on the Internet. A password-protected site.”


    “How does he get away with it?”


    “He’s smart. His clients look online then let him know what they’re interested in. As far as he’s concerned, he’s sending the kids out for entertainment purposes. Just a guy passing along a phone number to a kid who calls and gets an invitation to a party. The clients are respectable, wealthy. Above suspicion as far as the law is concerned. They’re careful, don’t get their hands dirty. No one knows their names. If there’s any hint of scandal, they fade into the woodwork. Who’s a kid going to complain to if anything happens? They know they’re operating outside the law. And they need the work, so they won’t say a thing. There’s always a next time.”


    “I can understand that,” Dan said.


    “And then there are the other kind. Guys who put their lives on the line trying to stop stuff like this from happening. Some of them are fucking heroes,” Pfeiffer said vehemently.


    “You’re talking about undercover cops?”


    “Sure. Cops who pretend to be outside the law so that the criminals will trust them. We got our own on both sides, you know what I mean? Some of ours are working undercover but acting as though they’re guilty.”


    Dan was about to reply when he heard a buzzing. Pfeiffer grabbed at his shirt pocket and pulled out a cellphone. He stared at it.


    “Shit.”


    He flicked it open.


    “Yeah?” Pause. “What do you expect me to do about it now? Okay, okay.” he grumbled. Another pause. “I said okay. I’m coming.”


    He flicked the cell closed then muttered under his breath. He turned to Dan.


    “I have a problem. I can either drop you here or you can come with me for the ride and I’ll take you to your car when I’m done.”


    Dan looked out at the bleak streets. The rain was coming down again, lashing the windows like some wilful dominatrix. The chance of catching a cab was about nil.


    “I’ll take Door Number Two.”


    “Hold on.”


    Pfeiffer flicked his emergency flashers back on and they rushed forward through the rainy streets.

  


  
    Nineteen


    


    A Wicked Witch


    They headed east on Dundas, past Jarvis and over to Parliament. Pfeiffer shot through the intersection on a red.


    “That was your neighbourhood back there, wasn’t it?” he asked, still chewing his gum. “The gay neighbourhood?”


    “Actually, I’m in Leslieville. They let some of us out of the ghetto for good behaviour.”


    “Ha-ha. You’re a funny guy.”


    “We established that already.”


    Pfeiffer reached a hand out the window and retrieved the overhead light, setting it on the console between them.


    “Handy little thing,” Dan said. “I should get one.”


    Pfeiffer glanced over with a smirk. “Yeah, right. Just you try using it and see what happens.”


    “Nobody seems to be bothering you.”


    They turned down Winchester and pulled into a darkened laneway. Tall trees overhung a large, empty yard. The building was stone, more mausoleum than house, and set back from the street. Even in the dark Dan could see it was run-down, the grounds neglected.


    “Who lives here?” Dan asked.


    Pfeiffer looked over at him. “Come in and find out.”


    They headed up the walk. The outside light was off, but illumination streamed through a crack where the door had been left open. They entered and Pfeiffer closed it behind them.


    A high ceiling did nothing to dispel the gloom. Neglect had crept into the place like a stain that wouldn’t wash out. The wallpaper, crimson-and-cream candy stripes with fluted edges, looked as though it had been chosen for some period movie long since filmed and forgotten, its stars now has-beens or in the grave. A burgundy carpet threading along the hallway and up the stairs had seen better days, and those days circa 1870 Weimar. The ghost of Versailles lingered here and there amid gilt-framed mirrors and paintings of dour-faced forebears. A few of the ceramic pieces would still fetch a price, Dan thought, but only because of their vintage.


    “I’m here,” Pfeiffer called out.


    A dog barked. Dan heard it snuffling under a door leading from the hall.


    “In here, darling.”


    It was a woman’s voice, its provenance indeterminate. It might have belonged to a disembodied spirit, hovering in the hallways and floating through the house.


    Pfeiffer pushed the door open. A white puffball the size of a large rat came scurrying up to the two men. Pfeiffer pushed it aside with his foot. It gave a shriek and ran back into the room.


    Across the floor, Dan spied a woman in a caftan seated on a tall-backed chair. He wondered how long she’d been sitting waiting for them to find her in that pose.


    “Dan Sharp, this is my mother.”


    “None of that ‘mother’ stuff,” she commanded in a throaty growl. “It’s Marilyn, thank you.”


    Dan recalled Pfeiffer’s remark that his mother had dated Jags Rohmer. He guessed her to be in her late fifties. He knew the type. She was part of a breed of women who came of age in the 1970s, caught between the sexual revolution of the sixties and the feminist movement that followed in its wake, women with gloomy eyes and smoky voices who had had a brief fling with a rock star or been discovered by some now-forgotten fashion designer while standing on a street corner and photographed in chic outfits during a modelling career that spanned approximately one week. The same women who ever after embodied a sense of entitlement that took them places they didn’t really belong other than through the sheer force of their personalities. Pfeiffer’s mother was one of those.


    Then she leaned forward. Dan caught a glimpse of her in the light, the planes of her face shifting into focus for a moment before she backed into the shadows again. Marilyn Pfeiffer. Suddenly the name rang out in a brilliant cacophony. She’d been famous once, he recalled. A leading role in an iconic Canadian film thirty years or more ago.


    “Chance Encounter,” Dan said.


    Marilyn seemed suddenly animated. “All that was a long time ago,” she said. “But really? You remember?”


    “You’re a Canadian icon.”


    She demurred. “Yes, always a pity about that adjective Canadian.”


    “Dan’s client is Jags Rohmer,” Pfeiffer told her.


    She regarded him with greater interest now, her attention focused on his face, as though scanning for headline news.


    “What do you do for Jags? Are you his agent?”


    “No, I’m his personal bodyguard.”


    She stiffened, as if the answer had somehow made her wary. “Well, tell him Marilyn says ‘hello.’”


    Pfeiffer fidgeted in Dan’s line of vision. “Show him the record.”


    “Show him yourself. It’s over there somewhere.”


    Dan turned to see a cabinet stuffed with magazines, books, and knick-knacks. Here and there, the spines of record albums jutted out at irregular angles, as though an eccentric librarian had made a half-hearted attempt at organizing them by some arcane system of reference: colour coding, perhaps, or thematically by mood. Who knew what treasures it held? Donny and Germ would have a field day here, he suspected.


    “Mother’s got an album autographed by Jags. One of his first.”


    “The first.”


    Pfeiffer held something out to his mother.


    “Here are your cigarettes. Don’t you keep a spare pack around here somewhere? It might save me from having to drop by at midnight.”


    She gave him a sour look. “What difference does it make? I knew you weren’t working.”


    “I could have been.”


    She accepted the cigarettes and waved her arms wearily, with an affectation of disdain. “I’m sure I have some somewhere, but could you find anything in here? I dare you to try.”


    She turned to Dan. “And he calls himself a policeman.”


    She pulled off the cellophane and slid a cigarette between her lips. Pfeiffer leaned in and lit it for her. The gesture was oddly intimate. She inhaled and sat back, then exhaling slowly as she regarded Dan. She seemed more than a little drunk.


    “It was his choice, you know. I would never have wanted him to take on such a career. He could have been anything. Anything at all. But he chose law enforcement.”


    Pfeiffer scowled. “What’s wrong with law enforcement?”


    She sighed heavily. “Just like your father. I suppose

    I shouldn’t be surprised. You were always happiest bossing people around and telling everyone what to do.”


    Pfeiffer beamed. “That’s because I’m good at it.”


    “Did you get that promotion yet?” she demanded.


    He frowned. “I told you I got it last year.”


    “Ah, yes. You did. I forgot.” She stared at him. “Offer your friend a drink.”


    “We’re not staying.”


    She gave Dan the kind of look he was used to getting from desperate men in bars at closing time.

    “I would hate for him to go back to Mr. Jags Rohmer and say he didn’t receive adequate hospitality from me on his arrival.”


    Dan smiled. “I won’t say anything of the kind.”


    “Have whatever you like,” she said, waving imperiously at a bar in the far corner. “We have the best of everything. My son can vouch for that.”


    Pfeiffer shook his head at Dan.


    Marilyn looked over at her son. “I left something for you in the dining room on the table.”


    “What?”


    “Go and see.” She shooed him with her hand.


    When he was gone, she turned to Dan, focusing on him with careful gravity.


    She gestured in the direction her son had gone.

    “I sent him to UCC, you know. He was a good student.

    Not the best, but still, he could have been anything he wanted.”


    Dan wondered if that last comment were true. Pfeiffer hadn’t struck him as the intellectual type. He was familiar with the boys at Upper Canada College. He’d even dated a couple. Snotty and privileged, they kept to their own when they weren’t slumming it.

    He had no time for that set.


    “I understand your son is highly regarded in the force, Marilyn. I’m sure he’ll make something of himself.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, but is he happy?”


    “Reasonably, I’m sure,” Dan said, not wanting to give her grounds for an argument, either way.


    “‘Reasonably,’” she repeated with a look of disdain. “I guess that’s all any of us are entitled to, a reasonable amount of happiness.”


    She stared off into the distance. Dan was beginning to think she’d forgotten him or perhaps had dismissed him. That was when he saw it: the amphetamine glare behind the eyes. The dreamy distance on a long,

    empty road.


    She spoke again. “I was a bad mother. I suppose I can’t expect much in return.”


    Dan said nothing.


    She looked over at him. “What has Jags said?”


    Dan looked confusedly at her. “I’m sorry?”


    She stared. “About me. What has he said about me?”


    “Ah.” He took his cue. “I never discuss his private life with him.”


    “Then you don’t know him.” She looked scornfully away. “Well, he will talk to you about me eventually. Don’t listen to a word he says. I’m warning you now, it’s all bullshit.”


    The word seemed oddly harsh coming from her.


    “I’m sure he won’t be unkind,” Dan said, wishing Pfeiffer would hurry so they could leave. “He never speaks ill of anyone, to tell the truth.”


    “Really?” She seemed disappointed. “How shocking.”


    Pfeiffer came suddenly back into the room. “There’s nothing on the table,” he said.


    “No?” Marilyn didn’t bother to look surprised. “Well, never mind. I just needed to talk to your friend for a moment.” She turned her gaze on Dan again. “And we had such a nice conversation, didn’t we?”


    Dan bowed his head slightly. “Yes, indeed we did.”


    “‘Yes, indeed we did,’” she repeated in a mocking tone.


    Pfeiffer looked at her sharply. “We’ve got to go, Mother.”


    “Well, thank you for stopping by. I won’t get up.”


    “Good to meet you, Marilyn,” Dan said, turning.


    “Goodbye then.”


    Pfeiffer kissed her on the cheek. He followed Dan to the door. The dog kept its distance, watching warily as they left.


    Outside in the car, Pfeiffer turned to him. “What did you think of her?” he asked like an overeager child.


    “She’s a very attractive woman,” Dan replied, hoping it would suffice for an answer.


    “People always say that,” Pfeiffer said in a way that suggested he expected everyone to be impressed.


    “I’m not surprised,” Dan said.


    “What did she say to you while I was out of the room?”


    “She asked if you were happy.”


    “She always asks if I’m happy.”


    “She’s your mother, so she would be concerned.”


    “I’m very good to her,” Pfeiffer said petulantly, as though someone had suggested otherwise.


    “I’m sure she appreciates what you do for her,” Dan said. “After all, you came running to bring her cigarettes at midnight …”


    “I didn’t run,” Pfeiffer cut in tersely. “I never run. And I asked if you would mind going with me first.”


    “Yes, no argument about that.”


    “She didn’t show you the album cover?”


    “Jags’ album? No. Did she date him long?”


    Pfeiffer turned to him. He seemed to be studying Dan’s face. “Long enough. We were kind of family for a while. We used to go to church sometimes. We’d take the host together.” He looked over. “Are you Catholic? Do you know what the host is?”


    “I’m not Catholic. I know what the host is.” He thought about it for a moment, recalling his odd dream. “Jags was religious?”


    “Sure.” Pfeiffer shrugged. “What’s wrong with that?”


    “Nothing. It just doesn’t jive with the Jags I know. People change, of course.”


    Pfeiffer turned the key and backed out of the drive. “I’ll take you to your car.”


    “You know where it is?”


    Pfeiffer smirked. “Sure. I had it towed just a few streets over from where I picked you up.”


    With the lights flashing, it took fifteen minutes to get back across town. As they approached the empty warehouse, Pfeiffer swerved down a narrow back alley, emerging onto a street hosting a handful of forlorn houses and a drab row of container buildings. Dan’s car sat beneath a streetlamp.


    As Dan got out, Pfeiffer rolled down his window.


    “Thanks for coming with me.”


    “We’ll have to do it again some time.”


    Pfeiffer laughed again. Dan felt as though he’d just made friends with a wild animal. Feral. Instinctive. He just wasn’t sure what to do about it.


    “Tell your friends I’m hoping to hear something from them about Gaetan Bélanger very soon,” Pfeiffer said.


    The car roared off.

  


  
    Twenty


    Fries With That


    Dan got into his car and watched as Pfeiffer’s taillights disappeared around a corner, leaving two red streaks on the wet pavement. He checked the time. He’d been gone more than an hour and a half.


    He sat and waited another five minutes then drove slowly around the block, circling the warehouse twice till he was sure he was alone. He turned into an abandoned garage and shut off the engine. From there, he had a full view of the street. Not a single car went by. The rain had stopped. A silvery moon hung in the sky, obscured by a wisp of cloud that made it glow with a jazzy veil.


    Finally, convinced no one was watching, he stepped out of the car and walked back to the warehouse where he’d met Germ earlier. The camera whirred overhead, focusing on his face.


    A speakerphone crackled. “Of all the gin joints in all the world, and he walks into mine.”


    Dan smiled. “All clear. Sorry it took a while.”


    “So we caught the rat in our little trap?”


    “We did. It was the one I thought it would be.”


    “Cool. What did you tell him?”


    “Exactly as we agreed. The police think this is your little hideout. No doubt they’ll be back to talk shop soon.”


    Germ laughed.


    “Well, let them. I won’t be there. I’ll lose this camera after tonight. We’ll have to devise another method of contact in future.”


    There was a pause and the speaker crackled again.


    “Do you think they’ll be angry with you?” Germ asked.


    “No doubt, once they realize I fooled them. I’ll deal with that when the time comes.”


    “Very good. I’ll be in touch.”


    “Until we meet again, Agent Germ.”


    “Auf wiedersehen, dude.”


    The line went dead. The camera’s movements stopped. Dan was left standing alone in the middle of a desolate neighbourhood.


    The excitement had left him hungry. He headed over to the burger place on Lansdowne. No one was following. He went in and ordered a killer meal — double cheeseburger, fries with gravy — but forwent the shake. He was nearing forty, after all. One day it would all catch up. Until then, he still had a thirty-three-inch waist and there were a few more indulgences to be had.


    Making his way to a free booth, he skirted the rowdy teenagers looking for a place to belong. Most of them were underage. It was an unlicensed establishment. The ones who were alone chatted on cellphones; the ones with friends chatted with each other between cellphone conversations. Dan found them all annoying, but not unbearable. He’d had worse company in his day.


    It seemed like a night to get comfy with the phone, but first he set his tray on the table and popped a gravy-covered fry in his mouth. They were the wide-cut fries, chunky and fresh, never frozen. He could practically hear the advertising jingle. His taste buds were geared for ecstasy. He quickly unwrapped his burger and bit into it, devouring a quarter of it in a single bite. The lettuce stayed firm under the bun, rather than spilling out the sides the way it did at fast food places. This was a good burger. He sighed and chewed contentedly. Life had its gratifying little moments.


    He licked his fingers clean then pulled out his cell. It was his own this time, not Ked’s. He didn’t care who intercepted this particular call. In fact, he’d be glad if the news got around about what had happened to him that evening.


    “Ed Burch.”


    “Hi, Ed. Dan Sharp here.”


    He could imagine his ex-boss’s inquisitive mind digging for the reason for his call. Whenever someone calls it’s always for a reason, even if they just say “hi.” Remember that, Daniel, Ed used to say. A stater of the obvious Ed was, but sometimes the obvious was precisely what got overlooked.


    “Hey, Daniel. Good to hear from you. A little late for a social call, isn’t it?”


    “Apologies. This is something I’d rather not leave till tomorrow.”


    “Not a problem. Hit me.”


    “I’m calling about your friends at the police.”


    “Oh?”


    “They’re getting a bit invasive for my liking.”


    There was an uncomfortable silence on the other end. Dan managed to get two more fries into his mouth before Ed spoke.


    “How so?”


    “They’ve been tapping my phone line.”


    Dan heard a breath drawn between clenched teeth.


    “I’m sorry …”


    “I got picked up tonight by one of the officers on the Bélanger case. It was an unofficial visit in an unmarked car as I was leaving one of my sources.”


    “Good God! Any trouble?”


    “Depends how you define ‘trouble.’”


    He reached for the ketchup bottle. The fries were just begging to be turned into poutine. He aimed and squirted. The ketchup cut a bright red swath across his tray, barely missing his sleeve. Sometimes he suspected he just bought the hamburgers as an excuse to eat the fries. All right, admit it — he did buy the burgers as an excuse to eat the fries.


    “I was parked legally, but when I came out my car had been towed. Next thing I knew, Constable Pfeiffer pulled up beside me and invited me for a ride. All very Mafia-like, except the ride didn’t end with me being outfitted in a pair of cement shoes.”


    Ed groaned. “Danny, I’m sorry. If I’d known they were going to do this, I’d never have brought up your name.”


    Dan believed him. His former boss wouldn’t have set him up.


    “Actually,” Ed continued, “I’m not surprised to hear it was Pfeiffer. I don’t think anyone else would have the nerve to do something like that.”


    “Not Danes?”


    “Danes is mostly a bubble-head in my books. The chief likes him because he’s stupid and loyal. I doubt he could be that devious unless prompted.”


    “So you think that this was likely unsanctioned by the force?”


    “Hard to say what’s unsanctioned and what’s unofficially sanctioned but just overlooked, if you catch my meaning. This case is number one on the chief’s agenda since the Star article appeared. That made him squirm a bit, as I’m sure you can imagine.”


    “No doubt,” Dan said. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if Pfeiffer had something to do with that piece of journalism.”


    “Really?”


    “He was hinting at it, though he didn’t come out and say anything directly.”


    Ed paused. “The word on the street is that Pfeiffer gets his best results from being a rogue cop. Even though he’s a junior, nobody wants to stop him from doing his thing as long as he gets results. That way, it’s not on the chief’s head and no one complains publicly.”


    “Where does he get his balls? Actually, never mind. I met his mother tonight, so I think I know.”


    Ed guffawed. “You what?”


    “In the middle of our little talk, his cellphone rang and he had to go deliver cigarettes to Cabbagetown.”


    “Unbelievable.”


    “I’ll say.”


    There was a pause.


    “Be careful with him, Dan.”


    “You know me, Ed. I’m naturally wary.”


    Ed was silent again. “No, I mean be especially careful. He’s got a reputation for being a troublemaker. He’s a hard-nose. He was involved in a brutality lawsuit, but it didn’t stick. Rumour has it his last promotion came about because of some evidence he got from a suspect that no one else could crack. Officially, the chief didn’t know about it. Unofficially, who’s to say? Pfeiffer was left alone with the guy for fifteen minutes and came out of the room with what he needed to know. My guess is he’s not above resorting to threats or even violence to get what he wants.”


    Dan thought of Pfeiffer’s prying questions about his family. “I’m not surprised,” he said.


    “For what it’s worth, I can let it slip that I heard about this from you and see if he gets his knuckles rapped.”


    Dan thought this over. “Leave it for now. Thanks for the warning. I’ll talk to you soon though.”


    “Be good.”


    Dan closed his phone and hunkered down on his fries.

  


  
    Twenty-One


    Early Retirement


    There were no further breaks in the case. The furor seemed to have died down a little. The Ex ended and school started, marking an official end to summer. There were no further garage fires reported. The city seemed unnaturally calm for once.


    It was another week before Dan heard from Germ. It took a moment before his subconscious registered the ring and another before he could tell which of his cellphones it came from. The room was as dark as the inside of a coffin. His fingers groped till they found the new one. Dan rolled out of bed, clutching the phone and trying not to wake Trevor.


    Germ’s calls often came in the middle of the night, so it was no surprise to know the intrepid mole was still up and doing his thing at 6:00 a.m.


    “Late night?” Dan asked with a yawn, expecting to hear something about an all-night rave.


    “No, dude.” He surprised Dan by saying he was just getting up and about to have breakfast.


    “Hang on. I’m just checking the line … okay, we’re good.” He heard a laugh. “This cheap technology, man, I love how it outsmarts the fucking System every time.”


    “Gotta love those corner store cellphones.”


    “Fucking Taiwan, eh?” Germ was practically gloating. “Hey, got something I need you to see.”


    “What is it?”


    “Think we caught something on tape. Come over. The real place this time. Just make sure you’re not followed.”


    He hung up before Dan could ask what they’d caught.


    He made it across town in less than half an hour. If he’d had Pfeiffer’s flashers he might have shaved off a bit of time, but he still made the lights all the way from Rosedale Valley and along Dupont to Casa Loma, that misplaced bit of Scottish royalty on the hill. Sunday morning traffic wasn’t formidable. Dan’s car fairly flew along. He kept one eye on the mirror, but nothing seemed to be following him. By the time he passed the old slaughterhouse, he was sure no one was on his tail.


    Germ buzzed him in. He jumped on the elevator and braced himself as it bumped and jerked its way down.


    Below, the space was in its usual state of chaos-in-transition. Someone — probably Velvet Blue — had added to the interior mural. A fiery-eyed Amazon with a bow and arrow stared down wrathfully from the middle of the ceiling like some biblical angel hell bent on retribution. A Sistine ceiling for the new revolution. Dan was pretty sure he wouldn’t want to wake up lying on the floor beneath it stoned and hung over. Still, it was impressive.


    Germ directed him to a chair. Dan sat across from the console and watched as he exercised his technological genius.


    “We covered every major derelict building in the neighbourhood — well, except the ones where we got friends living. They can be our eyes for us. Tell us if anybody new comes on the scene. I emailed copies of the kid’s photo to all of them.”


    He passed over a printed copy of the photograph. Dan picked it up, studied it silently, then tucked it into his shirt pocket.


    “Hope you don’t mind?” Germ asked.


    “No, good idea.”


    “Anyway, I was just fast-forwarding through the tapes at one of the sites we put up last week when I found this …”


    He stopped and pointed to something blurry. Dan could barely make out a human shape in a darkened interior.


    “It was Velvet Blue’s idea, actually. I was just going to cover the main entrances.” He shrugged. “People gotta come and go, right? Anyway, I hadn’t thought of using a camera in the stairwell. Makes sense, though. You can get into a building a million ways, but of course once you’re inside you’re going to use the stairs when you need to go up and down.”


    Dan looked over Germ’s shoulder at the monitor.


    “It was a stroke of genius,” Germ enthused.


    “What are we looking at?”


    “It’s an old retirement home. But it’s not exactly empty.” Germ tapped in a command and the image came into focus: a boy’s shoulders and the back of his cap-covered head. He wore the same blazer and flannel trousers he’d had on in Germ’s earlier shots.


    “Is this the same kid you saw at the slaughterhouse?” Dan asked.


    “That’s him.”


    He tapped the console again. The same figure appeared in profile. Dan tried to superimpose the image he had in his mind of Gaetan Bélanger over this face. There were similarities, but nothing conclusive.


    “What do you think?” Germ asked.


    “Could be,” Dan said. “I’m not convinced. The hair looks different, but with the cap on it’s hard to say.”


    “Whether it’s your guy or not, I can’t say. But I can tell you he didn’t come through the yard and up to the front door, like you’d expect. He arrived from the far side, over a fence, and got in some other way I can’t figure out. I think maybe he climbed through a second-floor window.” He turned to Dan. “Why? Why would you do that?”


    Dan shrugged.


    Germ held up a professorial finger: Listen and learn, my friend.


    “Because he was expecting cameras. Or at least avoiding any obvious placement of them. CCTV is easy to avoid apart from the counters in 7-Elevens and whatnot so long as you stay away from main entrances. No one expects you to come in through the bathroom window, to borrow a phrase.”


    Germ turned back to the console. He hit another key and the figure began to dance in jerky little movements up the stairs.


    “So here we have him going up to the second floor and into a room at the far end. What does he do there? Can’t say. If it’s not him, then maybe that’s where this Gaetan guy is holed up.”


    Dan looked at the camera feed. A thought occurred to him. “Unless that is Gaetan Bélanger in disguise. Did we get a shot of anyone else?”


    “No, really sorry, man.” Germ looked chagrined. “The camera’s just out of range for where he’s heading.”


    After all the work it had taken Dan to convince Germ to help, now he was reacting with genuine enthusiasm as much as disappointment at the challenges they faced in getting results.


    “Don’t worry, this is good work,” Dan told him.


    “Oh, by the way!” Germ looked excited again. “I found something else. Let me show you. I’ve been researching your boy.”


    He turned back to the console, fiddling with the keys, his fingers flying faster than Dan could think. He snapped the ENTER key and a website swirled onscreen. It was Gaetan Bélanger’s blog, recently updated. Dan wondered where he kept his computer. How could a teenager on the run have access to the Internet? He wouldn’t get that in an abandoned building unless he had a wireless account.


    “WiFi hotspots,” Germ explained. “Lotta people use other people’s accounts when they’re not password protected. I do it all the time. That way, no one can tell where it comes from, because you don’t pay any bills. No addresses, no names.”


    Dan focused on the blog entry. French dominated the text, except for the occasional curse word. English seemed to be the universal language when it came to swearing.


    “My French isn’t so good,” Dan lamented.


    “Mine either. Hey, Velvet Blue?” he called out.


    “Yeah, baby?”


    “Could you come here a minute?”


    A diminutive figure stole into the room. She nodded at Dan then trained her eyes on the screen.


    Germ smiled at her. “Could we ask you to avail yourself of your translating skills?”


    “Sure, baby.”


    Germ looked over at Dan. “Vietnam, eh? The French were there once upon a time.”


    Velvet Blue frowned at the screen. “Something about a rocker,” she said at last.


    Dan’s ears were on fire. She looked over at him.


    “You know that old-style music from the sixties?”


    “Yes.” He nodded. She could call it what she wanted. He wasn’t about to give her a lecture on music history. His eyes went down the screen, searching for a name. “There.” He pointed. “What does it say about Jags Rohmer?”


    She looked at his finger on the screen then back at Dan.


    “You need to move your hand.”


    “Sorry.”


    They waited while she read in silence, a bibliophile sphinx. She looked up at him. “The guy says he knows things about Jags Rohmer. Something about how he corrupts people.”


    “In what way?”


    She read down. “It says he corrupts people’s minds.”


    She turned and gave Dan an appraising look. “What do they want from him? Aren’t rockers supposed to corrupt people’s minds?”


    “That’s exactly what Jags would say,” Dan told her. “Thanks for this and for the footage of the other place. It’s great work.”


    Germ nodded vigorously. “We’re going to go back to the retirement home tonight and string up two more cameras. We’ll get it right.”


    “Actually,” Dan said, “I think there’s a more direct way to deal with this. This is really all I need. Well, except for the street address.”


    Germ looked crestfallen. “But we can get it right, man. We can cover this place from end to end. You’ll be amazed by what we can do.”


    Dan squinted at the figure on the first monitor, frozen mid-step. “Cameras can tell us only so much. There’s no way of knowing for sure whether this is Gaetan Bélanger or not. I need to go there in person and have a look around.”


    Germ looked incredulous. “In person? I thought you said this guy’s a killer.”


    Dan nodded. “Best way is the direct way.”


    Germ sighed. “Yeah, I guess maybe you’re right.” He began writing an address on a piece of paper. “This baby’s not far from here.”


    Dan looked back at the monitor. “I think we need a code word for this kid, in case we have anyone listening in on our conversations in future.”


    Germ looked at the image onscreen.


    “How about Little Boy Blue?” he said. “On account of that blue blazer he’s always wearing.”


    “Good one.”


    


    The place looked dismal. Dan always wondered how buildings came to be abandoned. The obvious cause was through the death of the owner, but why was no one motivated enough to sell a piece of property after the owner had died? Of course, there could be any number of reasons — keeping the land in the family, waiting for the right time. Still, it gave him a haunted feeling to see an abandoned house with no explanation why it had been left empty.


    The retirement home was a deserted, L-shaped configuration. In the parking lot, the pavement curled and wore away in pieces; weeds grew through it. The welcome sign was grey and weathered, strips of plastic backing falling off. The curtains had been drawn on most of the windows. A few were pulled back here and there as though invisible inhabitants were peeking out without wishing to be seen.


    Dan parked a block away. He slipped into the yard during a lull in traffic. No use getting reported as suspicious by some overzealous commuter. One Crime Busters tip on a cellphone and he’d have the police on his back in minutes.


    Someone had done him a favour by forcing the front door. A remedial padlock had met a similar fate. Surprisingly, the home’s glass was intact. In Dan’s youth, windows would have been the first things to go. Sudbury boys were amazingly adept at destruction. A grade school friend, Rex, had taught him first how to aim and throw and then how to break windows. The two went hand in hand. Windows on empty houses were for breaking — that was the rule. Construction sites were for getting into and undoing all the hard work the builders had done by day. A freshly plastered wall just invited a can of pop to be spilled over it, causing the surface to bubble and slide off. Mayhem and madness. Looking back, Dan thought with shame of his own renovation project, hoping Toronto kids had better things to do with their time.


    His nostrils caught the tang of urine. Every abandoned building smelled of it. Inside, things were in a desperate state. What the owners hadn’t stripped before leaving had been attacked with vigour by trespassers once the home closed. The day room looked like a club for the insane and disreputable. The walls had been tagged and sprayed by a number of hands in a Gallery of the Anonymous. Mauves and golds predominated. Faded Doric columns floated to the ceiling,

    while acanthus leaves littered the bases. A legion of naked gladiators tussled in erotic frenzy, dragging the local population of nymphs and cherubs into the X-rated arena. A dominatrix sporting black knickers and a see-through brassiere towered on foot-high stilettos. Madness gleamed in her eyes; lightning bolts blazed from her nipples. An erotic nightmare giving you the come on. It was as though Ilsa the SS officer had swallowed the Roman coliseum and vomited all over the walls.


    Paint struggled to free itself from the walls in every room. A bathtub had been ripped from its moorings and set sail in the middle of a hallway. The place was a proto-punk funhouse, an Iggy Pop nightmare. Dan followed the long dark corridor to a door at the far end. Inside, a half-drained swimming pool was filled with detritus, its plastic covering peeled back and pushed under. Chairs and side tables lay drowning in the swampy water. Here, the smell of urine was supplanted by a kingdom of mould.


    Emerging from the room, Dan heard voices coming down the stairs. He froze, wondering if he was about to encounter Gaetan Bélanger. He tucked into a darkened alcove. Two youngish looking men were descending:


    1st man: “I got fifteen bucks last night just from begging on the corner.”


    2nd man: “Really?”


    1st man: “Yeah, man. I got to the LCBO by nine thirty, drank till eleven thirty, and passed out by twelve.”


    2nd man: “Good night?”


    1st man: “Oh, yeah!”


    They moved out of sight. Dan heard them leaving by the front door. He kept his ears primed for additional voices. There was no other sound apart from his footsteps as he went from room to room. On the second floor, the rows of doorways beckoned him into the abandoned quarters of former-residents. All open except for one. Whoever was using the place as a hotel probably lived here.


    Dan felt absurd knocking on a door in an empty building. He was tempted to claim he was a police officer but doubted whether anyone inside would care. He called out. Nothing stirred within.


    Well, then. That made things easier. Locks were simple to pick — a tension wrench and a paperclip were all it took for the most common variety. No need for messy break-ins. This one was about as basic as

    it got. Obviously, the staff didn’t want granny barricading herself in the room with her powders and pills. Dan inserted the wrench and twisted. He jabbed the paperclip, feeling the up-thrust till the tumblers fell in place. He was inside in less than a minute.


    It was surprisingly clean. A mattress lay on the floor, empty pop cans scattered around it. Someone had swept a pile of litter into a corner. A single window looked onto a wooden fence and the wrecking yard on the other side. Not the most inspiring view to comfort you in your final days, but not a total disaster either. Anyone hiding out here would be safe from prying eyes.


    A blue blazer hung in the closet. Little Boy Blue’s room then.


    In the bathroom Dan found sample-sized containers of soap and shampoo, alongside a canister of shaving cream and a pack of disposable razors. A can of Nair sat on the edge of a tub beside an empty packet of hair dye and a used towel. A canister of hairspray lay overturned in a corner. Whoever lived here was obsessed with hair products. Change your hair colour, change your life. Little Boy Blue seemed to be a practitioner of disguises.


    Apart from the empty pop cans and a few candy bar wrappers, there was no sign of food. A bottle of contact lens cleaner sat perched on a pile of sci-fi paperbacks. Dan picked up the top one. It was in French.


    He snapped a few photos with his cell phone and left, locking the door behind him. As he crept down the stairs, he saw the camera Velvet Blue had rigged at the entryway. If he hadn’t been looking, he might never have noticed it.


    Outside, he placed a small flat stone up against the base of the door to tell him if anyone entered between now and when he returned. He looked at the sky. A storm hovered on the horizon like some sort of omen.

  


  
    Twenty-Two


    No One Can Be Nowhere


    “It’s important to Donny,” Trevor told him. “You already stood him up once. He’s getting frantic. He kept saying how much he needs you now.”


    Dan sat across the table from Trevor. He’d just come in, beating the storm by minutes. His gut was telling him the other thing needed his attention more than Donny and his cockamamie scheme to bring a wayward boy back to the fold.


    Trevor continued. “He requested a pow-wow tonight. He wants us to help him brainstorm how we can help Lester.”


    Dan envisioned a SWAT team in vests, armed with Kalishnikovs and battering down the door of a dreary Oshawa bungalow, wide-eyed neighbours on the lawn wondering why the television cameras were there as Donny led the others in a vain attempt at liberating a boy who, as far as Dan was concerned, had gone willingly into captivity.


    Trevor’s expression softened. “Then again, you look pretty tired. I can make excuses for you, if you prefer.”


    Dan shook his head. “No, it’s all right. You don’t need to play secretary for me.”


    “Hey! You are my life’s purpose at this moment.”


    Dan smiled. “Lord and master?”


    “Just about.”


    Dan’s gaze drifted off. What had that witch of a mother said to make Lester come home? No doubt she’d put on the charm the same way she’d put on her mohair sweaters and bubblegum pink nails before crooking a cruel finger at the son who’d escaped her evil claws once, only to be seduced into returning. Dan wondered how much distance lay between a boy like Lester and someone like Gaetan Bélanger. Probably not much.


    Trevor was watching him. “Where are you, Dan?”


    Dan shook his head. “Just thinking.”


    “Really? What a surprise. About anything in particular?”


    Dan nodded. “I’d like to meet this kid.”


    “What kid?”


    Dan pulled the photograph of Bélanger from his breast pocket and laid it on the table.


    “You’re not serious?” Trevor stared at him. “He’s already killed three people. Were you thinking he might consent to a quiet little interview with you?”


    Dan shrugged. “I think we’d have things in common. He comes from the same kind of background as me.”


    Outside the wind blew wildly. Rain slashed at the windows. The storm was coming on full tilt.


    “I might remind you it’s a background you’ve spent a lot of time distancing yourself from,” Trevor said.


    Dan shrugged. “I have a messy past. I don’t deny it. In the end it made me stronger, less afraid. But this kid’s only sixteen. I’m more than twice his age and I can see these things now. I need to talk to him and let him know it gets better. That it can get better.”


    “Not with three murders on his conscience. He’s likely to be desperate.”


    “I know this kid, Trevor. He thinks no one understands what he went through. And maybe it’s true, but it doesn’t matter. Not really.”


    “You think it would help him to try to relate to you?”


    Dan studied the picture on the table. The wary eyes and dark circles beneath them that spoke of inner torture, things that haunted him, real or otherwise.


    “Who are you, my friend? Just another lost boy? Where are you right now?”


    Trevor put a hand on Dan’s arm, pulling him back to the real world. “If he’s living in abandoned warehouses and hiding from the police, you can’t even begin to imagine the state of mind he must be in.”


    “Yes, I can. I slept in parks. I sold my body to survive.”


    “But no one was hunting you down for murder.” Trevor studied Dan’s face. “You’re worrying me.”


    Dan came around the table and hugged him so tightly that Trevor had to make him stop.


    “I won’t endanger myself,” Dan said. “Not so long as I’ve got you and Ked in my life.”


    Trevor rubbed his arm. “Okay. So what do we do now?”


    Dan looked up. “We bring things from the darkness into the light.”


    Trevor gave him a blank look. “I was referring specifically to Donny’s invitation.”


    “Oh, that. I guess we better get over there.”


    


    It was time for the posse party. Donny had invited Domingo as well. They all bumped into one another in the lobby. Domingo’s hair was slicked to her skull like a Hollywood-styled mercenary-for-hire, as though she’d come groomed for the part.


    To Dan, it seemed as if the lobby in Donny’s building was perpetually filled with twenty-somethings in search of the next party. Their ringing hilarity was at odds with the small, silent cabal gathered to help form a plan to spring Lester from his prison-home.


    The concierge nodded to the twenty-somethings while casting gloomy glances at Dan, Trevor, and Domingo, as though they’d come to storm the walls of the Bastille. Donny came down to meet them, hugging them solemnly one by one.


    “Hi, and thank you very much for coming,” he intoned like some novice diplomat addressing a committee convened to discuss nuclear disarmament between hostile nations.


    He looked worn and haggard. Dan wondered if he’d been sleeping erratically the past few weeks while thinking of ways to rescue Lester. No one spoke as they rode up in the elevator, while the fidgety twenty-somethings checked their cellphones for nonexistent messages.


    “I’ve spent a long time thinking about things,” Donny began as they exited into his hallway.


    They waited till he closed his condo door and put the lock on the chain, cloistering them like a party of counter-revolutionaries planning an assassination. Gavrilo Princip and his cronies hunting the Archduke Ferdinand.


    “My first thought was to offer them money for Lester, but I realized that was not a very practical solution. Not to mention that I don’t have much to offer.”


    Dan shook his head. “That would be tantamount to buying a child. Besides being impractical, it’s illegal. I won’t support anything against the law.”


    Donny made a face. “Well, that leaves out just about every plan I’ve come up with.”


    “Then we’ll have to come up with something different,” Domingo said.


    Donny ushered them into the sitting room. In place of his usual impeccable hosting, he had put out bowls of nuts and finger snacks with a tall bottle of Grey Goose beside several shot glasses and a bucket of ice. Dispensing with the frivolities was how he put it.


    “Help yourselves,” he told them.


    It was a solemn gathering. Donny stood with his back to the fireplace. His condo was built for maximum light exposure, leaving everyone perfectly lit as they stared at one another.


    “When did you last hear from Lester?” Dan asked, thinking someone had better direct this meeting.


    “A couple days ago. He called in the evening. I spoke to him briefly before he had to get off the phone. He says they monitor him night and day. It’s making him crazy. They keep him locked in his room and won’t let him leave the house without one of them by his side.”


    From its position in the hall, Donny’s newest art acquisition, with its swirling twilight colours, seemed an apt rendering of his internal state. Dan wondered if he paced back and forth in front of it when he was alone.


    “Not surprising,” Dan said. “He was a runaway for more than a year. They also have a good idea what sort of things he got involved in to make money while he was on the street. It’s in his best interest not to go back to that.”


    “He won’t,” Donny said vehemently. “I’ve talked to him about that. It’s in the past. We need to let it rest.”


    “It may be in Lester’s past,” Dan reminded him. “But it’s no doubt very much in his parents’ minds at present. They know he was involved with prostitution when he disappeared for a year. I’d be wary of his movements, too.”


    Donny started to speak, but Dan held him off.


    “I know what you’re going to say. Lester needs to get away from them regardless. I agree, so long as he wants to get away from them.”


    “He does. I asked him.”


    “Okay. So what options do we have? Kidnapping is out. I won’t support anything illegal, as I’ve said.”


    Domingo used the tongs to fish an ice cube from the bucket. She splashed a little vodka into the glass after it. “What about luring him to a shopping mall or public space?” she suggested, swirling her drink. “He could just sneak away while their attention is distracted.”


    “You mean some kind of vigilante rescue operation?” Dan asked. “No way. That’s still kidnapping. He’s underage.”


    “For another three weeks,” Donny said, a look of resolve clinging to his features.


    Dan put a hand on his forearm. “Another three weeks is not forever.”


    “I won’t forgive myself if anything happens to him in the meantime.”


    Dan shook his head. “Nothing’s going to happen to him that hasn’t already happened. The parents may try to brainwash him into thinking he’s straight, but they are not going to kill him.” Dan looked around the table. “The facts are simple: on his sixteenth birthday, he can voluntarily leave home and go where he wants. If they try to hold him, they can be charged with forcible confinement.”


    “I told him that already. But what if he gets desperate and tries something that ends up getting him hurt?”


    “That would be unfortunate,” Dan said. “Can’t you convince him to hang on till then?”


    Donny shook his head. “I tried. He wouldn’t listen.”


    “Okay.” Dan looked around the table. “Suggestions?”


    


    They were all talked out. The vodka bottle was down by half. A heavy pall hung over the room. No conclusive plan of action had been reached. Donny had calmed down, though he looked more depressed than hopeful. He was now inclined to leave things till he heard from Lester again and try to convince him to bide his confinement until the day he turned sixteen.


    Dan looked at his watch. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to leave. I’ve got minority problems of my own I need to attend to.”


    “You’re not telling me Ked is acting up?” Donny said, a surprised look on his face.


    “Not Ked, no.”


    Trevor nodded to Domingo. “Why don’t you ask Domingo?”


    Dan stared at him. “Ask her what?”


    “You know. Ask her what she can tell you about this Bélanger kid.”


    They all turned to Domingo. “What’s the deal?” she asked.


    Dan looked down at the welter of glasses on the coffee table then back up at Domingo. “I’ve got a kid I’m trying to track down. Is there any way to look into that with your … you know?”


    “What specifically do you want to know?”


    Dan shrugged. “Are we dealing with a serial killer?”


    Her eyebrows rose, rakish, wary. “Wow. I don’t know if I want to grapple with that. Certainly not with a head full of vodka.”


    “No problem.” Dan turned away with a look of relief.


    “But I could try,” she said. “If you want me to.”


    Dan shrugged. “If you’re not comfortable with it …”


    Domingo smiled. “Let me try. What’s his name?”


    “Gaetan Bélanger. He’s sixteen years old … from Quebec.”


    “Where is he now?”


    “As far as we know, he’s somewhere in the west end of Toronto.”


    “Okay, that’s enough for me to go on. If there’s anything there, it will come to me. It always does.”


    She sat back on the sofa. They waited as she pressed her palms against her eyes. Donny went out onto the balcony and lit a cigarette.


    Domingo sighed and breathed heavily. “There’s some darkness in his past. Some ghost he can’t let go of,” she said at last. “Some childhood trauma.”


    Dan and Trevor exchanged looks. “Makes sense,” Dan said. “He was sexually molested by a priest.”


    Domingo opened her eyes. “That’s awful. But I’m not sure it makes him a killer.” She returned to her inner visions. “He’s very frustrated. He’s searching for something. Maybe a place to live?”


    “That makes perfect sense.”


    She looked up. “Anything else?”


    Dan nodded. “Try another kid. See if you can get anything on him.”


    “Name?”


    Dan’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. “I don’t know.”


    Domingo waited. “I don’t think I can zero in on nobody.”


    Dan nodded. “Okay. Try Little Boy Blue. That’s our code name for him.”


    They waited again as she pressed her palms into her eyes. A full minute passed. Outside, six floors below, someone warbled out a Supremes song, the wonder of love still alive after all these years. Traffic spluttered past. Pigeons flapped their way against the skyline. The world ground on. Life was a noisy affair.


    At last, she said, “He’s not there.”


    “How so?” Dan asked.


    She shook her head, hands still glued to her eyes. “It’s like he doesn’t really exist. There’s an empty space if you reach out to touch him. This kid is nowhere.”


    “No one can be nowhere,” Dan said.


    Domingo giggled and opened her eyes. “That’s what the Buddha said.”


    Dan thought over her observations. “What do you think it means?”


    She cocked her head, an inquisitive parrot. “I feel a pull when I try to picture him. I start to see him then it’s like he just disappears into thin air. But how do you vanish into thin air?”


    “Actually, it makes sense in a way,” Trevor said. “Dan doesn’t think he exists.”


    Dan nodded. “I think it’s a disguise. I think they’re the same person. I think Little Boy Blue is actually Gaetan Bélanger. But only when he’s out in public.”


    Domingo gave him a curious look. “It really is a mystery,” she said. “I’d like to know the solution, when you figure it out.”


    Dan bent down and kissed her cheek. “Thanks.”


    He turned to Donny, returned from the balcony. His face was still a portrait of despair.


    “I’ve got to go. Try not to drive yourself crazy about Lester. We’ll get him back. I promise.”

  


  
    Twenty-Three


    Little Boy Blue


    Dan pulled up in his car and sat watching the retirement home. The same boarded-up doors and miraculously intact windows. It was just past eight in the morning,

    a little on the cool side. Nothing stirred. At eight thirty, he got out and stretched. A quick check showed the stone was still in place at the front door. In back, everything looked intact. He tried the door. Locked. A gash of red graffiti rolled around one corner of the building, a delicate curl leading to who knew where. A surrealist surfer riding a wave to nowhere. Dan couldn’t remember seeing it before. He got back in the car and settled in for the wait. He’d brought a New York Times and a

    Wendy’s combo — super-size everything. While he didn’t relish cold fries, he knew he’d want to nibble something — anything — to keep his mind off the time.


    This part of the job hearkened back to his beginnings as an insurance fraud investigator, when he would disguise himself and sit invisibly back as claimants for accident insurance went about their lives, waiting to see if their actions contradicted the statements about their injuries. It was a job he’d quickly come to despise. He left as soon as he realized he was implicating innocent people just trying to get along as best they could. No sin in living, he told himself the day he quit. Let others figure out who was doing the dirty.


    He finished the combo and picked up the paper. It didn’t hold his attention. He never brought books. He became too engrossed in them and forgot to keep his eye on things. The radio was annoying — light jazz, light classical, heavy rock — where was the mainstream these days? He switched over to 1010 Talk Radio and listened to the babble of people trying to express themselves, dying to be heard. So much to say, so few to listen. All the lonely people. The Beatles had it right all those years ago.


    At one o’clock he told himself to leave. Nothing was happening. At two thirty he was sure he was wasting his time. Four o’clock came and went. The unshakeable Dan Sharp, Ed called him. Something to that doggedness then.


    It was ten minutes to five when the figure scurried into sight at the far end of the property. Blue blazer, cap pulled well down. If Dan had had his head buried in a book he would have missed the slight movement. It was Little Boy Blue. Or rather it was Gaetan Bélanger as Little Boy Blue, so Dan believed.


    The boy headed for the back, carrying a paper sack. Another fan of fast food. Dan waited a beat before he got out of the car. He walked casually up to the building then turned the corner and stealthily approached the front door, slipping inside the crepuscular interior.


    He crept past the day room with its coliseum touch-up, skirting the drowned pool. He stopped and strained his ears. A faint murmuring came from upstairs. Gregorian chant, a monotonous line without harmony of any sort. Someone was talking softly, as though even here in this inner sanctum he was afraid of being overheard. From time to time the pitch shifted, an antiphonal response in the liturgy before reverting to the original tone. A second voice then. An answer song. Was someone with Little Boy Blue?


    He crept softly up the stairs till he could see along the hallway. The door to the room where he had found the blazer and hair products was standing open, daylight shining a clear path on the floor. Dan made his way along, thankful the stripping crew had left the hall carpet intact. Nothing like footsteps to advertise your presence. He paused and waited for the sound to resume. There it was again. He was about to fathom the answer to at least one mystery.


    He reached the door and stopped. The sound was less distinct now. He peered inside. The room was empty. He looked cautiously around. He could have sworn the voices had come from this room. They resumed suddenly from a baseboard register, the talk carrying from somewhere below.


    He crept back down the stairs, scanning for a basement entrance. He found the stairwell near the joint in the L-shaped corridors and descended one cautious step at a time, mindful not to let his tread give him away. There he was, breaking Horror Film Survival Rule Number Three: Never go down to the basement alone.


    Someone spoke, paused, spoke again. The response came in a different pitch. All talking suddenly ceased as Dan reached the landing. He braced for an assault. Nothing happened; no one emerged to challenge him.


    A soft, childlike laugh came from a door at the far end. As Dan edged his way along he heard a stealthy sound, as though something was being dragged across the floor. The smell of fries hung in the air.


    He inched forward and peered through a crack. In the semi-darkness, he could make out a bag set on the floor beside a blazer and cap. A slim young man in black T-shirt, tight jeans, and worn runners sat cross-legged on the floor. Gaetan Bélanger. There was no one else there. Where was Little Boy Blue?


    This kid is nowhere, Domingo had said.


    Dan watched the boy pick through the bag. His mutterings resumed. He seemed to be talking to his food, speaking in French mostly, but now and then a word or two in English. He pulled out a hamburger, tore it open, and ate ravenously. With his lean build, he no doubt came by his hunger honestly.


    Dan had confronted missing people in the flesh many times before. Sometimes he’d been able to talk them into going back to their lives or at least give him a credible explanation why they had disappeared, at least enough that would satisfy the people who hired him, before agreeing to leave them alone and not reveal their whereabouts, if they chose. But he’d never knowingly confronted a murderer before. He’d have to ad lib this one.


    He stepped into the room and said, “You shouldn’t be here. You’re trespassing.”


    The boy froze, his eyes frantically scanning the hallway behind Dan to see if he’d come alone. Even in the gloom, Dan could see his face was prematurely worn and weighed down with things no kid at that age should have to feel.


    “I’m alone,” Dan said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


    The boy put the unfinished hamburger down on the wrapper and reached into his pocket. Dan could just make out the knife.


    “I’m not armed,” Dan said, holding up his hands.


    “Fuck off.”


    “I just want to talk to you.”


    “You came here before.”


    Dan was shaken. The kid must have been hiding somewhere when he picked the lock and entered.


    “You’re with the police.”


    He had only the slightest of accents. Pfeiffer had been right in saying that kids from Quebec were ahead of the bilingual game when it came to their English counterparts.


    “I’m not with the police,” Dan said. “Are you afraid of them?”


    “They’re going to kill me!” he screamed. “You came here to kill me!”


    “That’s not true,” Dan told him. “I just want to talk.”


    Dan watched the hand wielding the knife, saw how it waved erratically when he spoke.


    “What do you want?”


    “All right. I’ll be honest with you. I know who you are.”


    The boy made a whimpering noise.


    “It’s Gaetan. Am I right?”


    The boy’s body tensed.


    “I know what happened to you at the church. I’m on your side.”


    The knife slashed the air.


    “Get the fuck out or I’m going to kill you.”


    “I know this sounds crazy, but there are people who want to help you, Gaetan.”


    He shook his head. “Why would they?”


    “Because they believe what happened to you was wrong. They want to help you get your life back.”


    “My life back? I died in that church!”


    He lunged. Dan backed off. The knife tore at empty air.


    “You didn’t die. You survived. Whatever they did to you, you survived.”


    The kid shook his head. “Bullshit!”


    “You survived. And you’re still here to talk about it.”


    “What the fuck do you care?”


    “You can tell people what happened to you so it won’t happen to someone else.”


    The boy sneered. “I don’t believe that.”


    “It’s true.”


    “Why should I care?”


    His breathing was erratic. Dan saw there’d soon be no reasoning with him. He was approaching a state where people did inexplicable things. They lunged at armed police officers, challenged authority, doubted everything. And when they got shot or stabbed or jumped off the edge of a building twenty stories up, everyone said they had it coming. Dan wasn’t going to have any of that here.


    He recalled Trevor’s question when he’d accepted the bodyguard job: Will you carry a gun? The outcome today would determine whether his choice had been a wise or a foolish one.


    He tried for a casual tone. “Who were you talking to just now? Was there another boy here?”


    Gaetan advanced with the knife held forward. “Fuck you. You don’t know anything!”


    Dan put his hands in the air. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.


    The blade slashed and Dan jumped.


    “Get out or I’ll kill you.”


    Dan’s mind flashed quicksilver, his synapses working at the speed of light. What were the chances he could wrest the knife from the kid without hurting either of them? Flash! In his state, the boy was capable of doing a lot of damage. Flash! Better to leave it for the police. Flash! On the other hand, if he could stop Bélanger here and now, he might prevent other deaths. Flash! Flash! He thought of Trevor’s admonition. He thought of Ked growing up without a father. Why be a hero? he wondered, even as he tried to think of a way to outsmart a desperate teenager with a knife.


    Flash!


    The boy lunged. He was quicker on his feet than Dan expected. Dan felt the jab as he stumbled back into the hallway. The door slammed shut.


    Dan waited a beat then called out, “I just want to help you.”


    No response. He placed his hand against the rib where he’d been cut. He thought of Darryl Hillary’s bashed-in face and missing ear. He thought of tomorrow’s sensational headline featuring his picture: Missing Persons Investigator Becomes Fourth Mutilation Victim. A scrabbling sound came from inside the room. Before it could register, Dan heard a crash followed by a trickling noise. Nothing further reached his ears. He opened the door and peered in. The air was dense and musty.


    It’s like he just disappears into thin air, Domingo had said.


    If nature abhorred a vacuum, how did a boy simply disappear?


    Then he saw it. A cloud of dirt belched from a closet doorway. Debris covered the floor. Dan had his Mini Mag out as he reached in and began to dig. The dust filled his lungs and made him cough. He pulled his T-shirt over his nose till he could breathe freely again then turned back to the hole. The beam picked out a tunnel leading upward. Gaetan wasn’t trapped. He’d triggered a collapse of bricks and drywall. Obviously, he’d been prepared for an ambush.


    Dan looked around. The blazer and cap were gone. His disguise. He raced up the stairs and around to the back, searching for the end of the tunnel. He spotted it across the yard: a shed with a door flapping gently.


    Dan glanced at the fence that led to the wrecking yard. Beyond it lay a maze of urban streets and back alleys. By the time he hoisted himself over, there’d be no telling which way Gaetan had gone. He suddenly felt exhausted. He crouched to catch his breath, spitting out dust and dirt.


    Back in his car, he leaned his head on the steering wheel. The cut wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. He pulled the first aid kit from his glove compartment, unwrapped a bandage, poured antiseptic on it, and applied it gently to the wound.


    He’d been foolish to come alone. Still, nothing

    terrible had happened. Or had it? He’d just alerted a murder suspect that someone knew where he’d been hiding out. You could strike that shelter off the list. Which left about five or six hundred other possibilities, unless he scrammed out of the city for good. For that, however, he’d need a car or a bus ticket. Buying a ticket meant risking public exposure. If so, the police would need to cover the bus and train stations. But would they be looking for Gaetan Bélanger or Little Boy Blue?


    


    Dan parked his car down the street from Germ’s bunker and walked over to the entrance. When Germ didn’t respond to the buzzer, Dan got out and waved at the camera. No blinking lights, no crackling speakers. Odd. Then again, even underground activist geeks had to sleep and eat and use the bathroom sometime.


    He took out his cell and dialled Germ’s number. Germ picked up in seconds.


    “I’m outside,” Dan said.


    Germ mumbled something Dan didn’t catch. The latch clicked and the door unlocked. Dan entered and pulled it closed behind him. The elevator rumbled down like a bumpy spaceship, banged to a landing and reopened onto a jumble of misplaced objects, smashed and broken. Glass and DVD shards covered the floor. Germ glowered from across the room like an angry charwoman, a push broom in his hand to complete the portrait.


    “No way,” was all Dan said.


    “Way,” Germ contradicted.


    “Who?”


    Germ shrugged and kicked at the load of debris by his feet.


    “Guy in a mask.”


    “No ID?”


    “No, dude. You think he’s gonna come in here and make a mess like this and identify himself so I can hang him out to dry afterward?”


    Dan glanced over at the console. All its screens had been bashed in. Dan felt his stomach clutch.


    “He smashed all the fucking monitors.”


    Germ nodded.


    “Why?”


    “So I couldn’t track something, is my guess. He made me show him the tapes. I think he recognized some of the sites.”


    “Wait a second. You mean he wanted to see footage from your hidden cameras?”


    Germ nodded. “He even knew which locations. He was furious when he saw Little Boy Blue on screen. Guess he figured we’d been holding out on him.”


    Ed’s warning about Pfeiffer’s rogue ways came to mind.


    “Describe him for me. Big? Small?”


    Germ looked up from his broom. “On the short side. Not big. Coulda taken him out with one arm, if he hadn’t been holding a crowbar.”


    “Did you catch his eye colour?”


    “Yeah, green, I think. I wasn’t exactly gazing into them with love or anything, but they struck me as being green.”


    “That sounds like Pfeiffer.”


    “Who’s that?”


    “The cop who followed me the other night. It’s got to be him.”


    Germ gestured around at the studio. “Why would he do this?”


    Dan looked at the destruction and shook his head. “Clearly, whoever it was came here to destroy something.”


    Germ nodded. “What I wanna know is how the fuck he found me. I’m as off the map as it gets. Plus you’ve been using a different cellphone, so we know he can’t have hacked into it.”


    “I don’t know,” Dan said softly. “Maybe he already knew everything before I switched phones.”


    “No one is safe from the System,” Germ proclaimed gloomily.


    Dan saw his smashed laptop lying off to one side. “He destroyed the master copies of the files?”


    “’Fraid so.”


    Dan suddenly remembered why he’d come. “That’s a problem. I wanted to ask you to keep a close eye on the camera feeds in the next little while.”


    Germ set his broom aside and came over. “Fill me in, dude.”


    Dan updated Germ on his encounter at the retirement home. When Germ saw the blood on Dan’s T-shirt, he rolled a joint and insisted Dan take a toke. Dan relented.


    “But just this once, okay?”


    “Fair enough,” Germ told him. “Better than the Red Cross any day.”


    Dan continued his account of his meeting with Gaetan, pointing out the existential question: were there two boys or just one? “When I got there, I thought I heard two people talking. It sounded like a conversation, but when I found Gaetan he was alone.”


    “Talking to himself?”


    “Could be. As far as I could tell, Gaetan arrived alone. Maybe the other person was already inside the building and left before I saw him. In any case, he’s not going back there. I hoped you could tell me where he ends up.”


    Germ grinned. “No problem with that. The cameras are still in place. The only problem is displaying them. I need to get a few new screens first.”


    “Get what you need and send me the bill,” Dan said.


    Germ shrugged. “Not a biggie. I’ll put in a call to a friend. I use second-hand monitors, so they’re cheap. I should be able to grab some by tomorrow.”


    Dan looked around and shook his head, thinking how deep he was getting in and wondering who else might get dragged down with him.


    “I’m sorry, Germ. I never meant to put you or Velvet Blue in range of these people.”


    “Yeah, good thing Velvet wasn’t here,” Germ said ruefully. “Or maybe too bad. She would have taken him out before he knew what was happening.”


    Dan checked his watch. He was going to be late for dinner. Worse, he’d have to explain to Trevor where he’d been. It wasn’t going to be an easy talk. So far he’d managed not to sabotage this relationship, but lately he’d been pushing it to the limits.


    “Gotta go,” Dan said. “You want to report the break-in to the police?”


    He saw Germ’s face and laughed.


    “Yeah, right. What an idea. Report the System to the System.”


    “Then I’ll leave you with it,” Dan told him.


    He strode back to the elevator. It had stayed waiting for him with its doors open.

  


  
    Twenty-Four


    Keeping Mum


    Trevor was up and gone before the dawn light. Something about a special order cabinetry installation and busy tradesmen coming to the house early. Dan got up an hour later, exhausted and unsettled by his confrontation with Gaetan Bélanger and the break-in at Germ’s underground fortress the night before. No sense going back to bed, he could tell it wouldn’t help.


    The bandage on his right side had seeped through in the night, leaving pinpricks of blood on the sheets. He rinsed the sheets and left them to soak in the basement sink. The night before, he’d managed to get to the bathroom and clean himself up before Trevor noticed. If he wondered why Dan had come to bed wearing a T-shirt, he hadn’t said anything. Sex was going to be tricky for the next few days, however.


    He was just trying to decide between having coffee and reading the newspaper at home or going out for a bite when his phone rang.


    “It’s Jags. I’m on the island.” He sounded unusually subdued. “Can you come over?”


    Dan hesitated. “I’m just getting going here. Do you mind if I grab a shower and a bit of breakfast before I head out?”


    “This can’t wait.”


    “Something happened?”


    “You could say that. Someone just tried to kill me.”


    Dan’s mind leapt at the possibilities. “Are you all right?”


    “For now. Just come over.”


    “I’m on my way.”


    Dan put down the phone, cursing the man for living in the one spot in the city that was inaccessible by car.


    He swung down to the water. The ferry would take too long. He caught a water taxi directly to Algonquin Island then headed over to Jags’ place. The sun was just climbing over the branches. The air felt hushed and expectant.


    He knocked. Jags furtively opened the door and beckoned him in.


    “You need to get an airlift service over to this place,” Dan told him.


    His eyes travelled around the room, searching for signs of a problem. He didn’t see anything unusual. At least nothing unusual for a rock star’s island retreat.


    “Did you see it?” Jags asked, closing the door behind him.


    Dan gave him a blank look. “See what?”


    Jags sighed and shook his head. “Come here.”


    Dan followed him to the nearest window. Jags pointed off to the right.


    “Right there.”


    Dan’s eyes followed his hand. He found it: an arrow embedded in the wall of the porch.


    “I take it that’s not a decoration? Not one of your ‘props’?”


    Jags’ eyes darted warily from cottage to trees and back again. His voice was strained. “No, Dan. It’s not a prop.”


    “When did you find it?”


    “I didn’t find it. It nearly found me. It whizzed past when I was out watering my garden this morning. Let’s just say it came very close to hitting me.”


    “Did you see anyone?”


    “I saw a kid running away.”


    Dan’s eyebrows shot up. “What did he look like?”


    “Nondescript. A schoolboy. He had on a cap and …”


    “A blue blazer?”


    Jags nodded. “Does this have anything to do with that ear photograph I got last month?”


    “I think so,” Dan said. “In fact, I’m afraid it probably does.”


    He turned to the window and looked up and down the street. The nearest house was set off through the trees at the end of Jags’ lot.


    “Pretty isolated here. Did anyone else witness this?”


    Annoyance spread across Jags’ face. “Are you fucking kidding me? Look at this place.” He shook his head. “It’s like this all day long,” he said, a little more subdued.


    Dan looked around the room. With all the windows, it was possible to see right through the cottage from outside. Hard to hide in an aquarium like that. The glass might prove a deterrent against an arrow, but sooner or later Bélanger would come up with a gun.


    “Are you sure you didn’t recognize the kid?”


    Jags shook his head impatiently. “No, I’m telling you …”


    “And you’re sure there’s nothing you’re leaving out? Some detail you need to tell me?”


    “Fucking hell, Dan! Do you think I’d be holding out on you with someone shooting arrows at me?”


    “Okay, okay. But if anything comes to mind, you need to let me know immediately.”


    Jags was exasperated. “What kind of things? What are you thinking?”


    “I’m thinking that Gaetan Bélanger just tried to kill you.”


    “This kid they’re all looking for?” Jags’ mouth hung open.


    “Yeah,” Dan said. “The same one who sent you the ear photo. Just that.” He looked around again. “Ok. I think it’s time to go.”


    Jags stared after him. “You’re leaving me again?”


    “No, you’re coming with me. You need to get off this isolated island and stay in your penthouse where you have professional door staff to weed out unwanted visitors. Either that or you should leave town for a while.”


    Jags nodded. “Okay. Give me a minute to grab a few things.”


    Dan opened the door and looked around before stepping out. He scrutinized the scenery, wondering if Gaetan Bélanger was hiding in the shrubbery.


    Jags returned with a small bag.


    Dan said, “We’ll have to tell the police about this.”


    Jags shook his head. “I don’t want anyone to know.”


    “You have to be kidding me.”


    “I don’t want the publicity. It’s not a good time for it.”


    “For fuck’s sakes,” Dan said. “This was a murder attempt. You have to let someone know.”


    Jags sighed. “Okay, okay. Just give me an hour. I need to let my publicist know what’s going on. She made me promise to pass everything by her first.”


    Dan rolled his eyes and looked at his watch. “An hour,” he said. “Now let’s get back to the city.”


    


    Dan dropped Jags off at his condo and watched him go inside, after making him promise to report the incident to the police.


    He sat in his car, thinking over what he’d encountered. So far, all roads seemed to lead straight back to Jags Rohmer. Jags with his fame and his fancy cars. Jags with his auto-erotic asphyxiation. Jags with his mysterious, isolated cottage on Algonquin Island and his Blue Mountain sanctuary. And, most of all, Jags

    with his sexually amorphous past and his taste for extremes. While Dan didn’t believe the reclusive star was

    out murdering pedophiles and cutting off their ears,

    he knew instinctively the picture he had was incomplete. For one thing, Jags could have sent himself the ear photograph. But why would he? Except for showing it to Dan and the police, he’d kept quiet about it. Even the obvious explanation that he wanted publicity for his book rang false.


    There were other things that worried him. Jags had been written up in Gaetan Bélanger’s blog. But what was the connection? And what about the mysterious intruder at the Blue Mountain retreat? When Dan got up to investigate, he thought Jags had been in his bedroom, when in fact he could have been outside the cottage rather than asleep in his room. But, again, what purpose would that serve? The only one Dan could think of was that Jags was trying to convince him that someone was after him. And now here was a crossbow attack, once again conveniently without witnesses.


    Dan thought of Constable Pfeiffer’s admonition that he’d personally pulled a dead boy out of the water off Toronto Island. He hadn’t said which of the dozen islands it had been. But then he hadn’t had to. They were all connected, each within a short walk of any other. At night, the island was darker than anywhere in the city. You could easily kill somebody and not be seen. The number of island residents had to be in the low hundreds, at best. If you kept your own secrets, who was there to spread them?


    There was one person who might be able to shed light on Dan’s enigmatic employer. He’d thought about her over the past few days, ever since meeting her,

    but suddenly found himself decided. He would pay a visit to Marilyn Pfeiffer and see if she had anything relevant to say.


    


    It was drizzling when he rolled up in front of her Cabbagetown address. He sat and watched the house. Neglect was its salient feature. It stood there — withdrawn, lonely. Those were the words that came to mind as he stared at the façade, rundown and overgrown with vines. Like Jags Rohmer, she too was a recluse, he realized. He thought briefly of Darryl Hillary, yet another recluse who had hidden behind a less wealthy façade. He thought of the jumbled contents inside Marilyn’s home, the disparate objects marshalled together like the favourite belongings of a dead pharaoh and placed inside a sarcophagus to accompany her into eternity.


    He got out of his car and walked with a heavy tread up to the door. She answered his knock almost immediately. She didn’t look surprised to see him.


    “You’re my son’s friend,” she said.


    Dan didn’t bother to correct her. “Dan Sharp.”


    “Yes, I remember. The one who works for Jags Rohmer.”


    “That’s right,” Dan replied. “I was wondering if I might have a word with you. It’s actually about Jags.”


    She hesitated. She seemed to be pondering the question or perhaps was uncertain whether to grant him an audience without consulting her appointment book.


    “You what…?”


    “I’d like to ask you about Jags Rohmer,” he repeated, louder this time.


    “Jags? Yes, of course.”


    She waved him in impatiently. He followed and caught the disapproving look she gave her reflection in the mirror. What did she see: the downturned mouth and greying hair? Time and drugs had taken their toll, but she was still handsome despite the stark cheekbones, despite whatever inner turmoil she’d endured, and the eyes that had seen more than she’d intended. This pill makes you stronger, this pill makes you

    sad … She was beautiful, yet it gave her no consolation. Too many memories, Dan thought. The drugs hadn’t dulled her past enough for her to appreciate what she still had, as opposed to what had been left behind.


    She retreated to a kitchen that hadn’t been remodelled in years. A shelf of tin boxes, with cups and saucers running the length of one wall. Small ceramic figurines danced above them. Dan suspected they hadn’t been dusted for some time. Some would have called it cozy, charming. He called it cluttered, claustrophobic.


    “Would you like coffee? Tea?”


    She laughed when she saw his expression.


    “Despite whatever impression you may have formed of me, I don’t drink in the daytime.” So demure. “I could offer you something stronger, if you prefer.

    I didn’t think police officers drank while on duty.”


    “I’m not …” he began then stopped. “Tea’s fine.”


    “I’ll put the kettle on,” she said, turning.


    “No rush,” he said.


    She turned back to him. “I’m sorry?”


    He smiled. “I said there’s no rush.”


    “Good. We’ll have a nice chat then.”


    She went into a pantry. He heard her clanking around. When she returned, she set a teapot on the table. She plucked the kettle from the stove and brought it over, pouring carefully, as though she didn’t trust her hands to be steady. She passed him a cup and looked up expectantly.


    “You said you were having difficulty with Jags?”


    “Not exactly,” he said. “I just wondered if you might shed any light on what sort of a man he is.”


    She smiled. “Jags Rohmer is a man who is extremely hard to get to know. A very private man. Does that answer your question?”


    Dan picked up his cup and sipped. “Would you say he’s a trustworthy man?”


    She looked slightly taken aback. “Goodness! If you’re asking me such questions, I would say you need to get better acquainted with your boss.”


    “Yes, perhaps.”


    She scrutinized him. “What exactly are you wanting to know?”


    Dan hesitated.


    “Please, be frank,” she said. “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”


    “You were his lover, weren’t you?”


    “Yes. It’s no secret.” She shrugged. “There were so many …”


    Dan wondered if she meant rock stars for whom she had spread her legs or lovers in general.


    “I’m trying to find out if certain things about him are true. Certain allegations about his sexual nature.”


    She gave him an appraising stare then looked away. Something seemed to hold her attention outside the window for a moment. Then she turned back to him. “Are you asking me if Jags Rohmer is gay? Because I can assure you that wasn’t the case when I knew him.”


    “When was that?”


    “Oh, well,” she said, waving a hand in the air. Brushing aside decades, not just years. “We go back a ways. A few years, at least. How far back is hard to say.” She gave him a flinty look. “I’m not as young as I look.”


    “Then that makes you just a little bit past thirty,” he said.


    “Flatterer.” She laughed. “Not that I mind, of course. I’m not one of those women too modest to accept a compliment.”


    Or too honest to lie, Dan thought.


    She took a silver case from her pocket and flashed a cigarette at him. He was surprised by how large her hands were, the fingers arthritic and swollen. Almost like a man’s hands. He shook his head.


    “No, thanks.”


    She glanced down at the coffee table. “Do you mind?”


    Dan took his cue. He picked up the lighter, a monstrous pink granite piece that might have passed for a souvenir in an era of oversized cars with gigantic fins. He flicked it, leaning forward to let her catch the flame much the way he’d seen her do with her son. She inhaled and sat back, comfortable in her kingdom of memories and bric-a-brac that strangled the room like weeds.


    “Now where were we?” she said, like some femme fatale waiting to pounce.


    “Jags Rohmer.”


    “Yes.” Her eyes flashed with pleasure. “My, that was a while ago. I remember the first time I saw Jags. He wasn’t famous yet. He was performing at the Nuts and Bolts Club on Victoria Street. I was just a teenager, a mere child really. And Jags was just starting to become known. I remember he had a hit song back then. It was on the radio. Every time you turned it on you would hear that song. Something about blue skies and sunny days that lasted forever.”


    “‘Summer in Mind.’”


    “Yes, that was it. Good for you!” she exclaimed, as though they were teammates playing Trivial Pursuit. “He used to sing it for me. He could be quite charming company when he tried, you know.”


    “I got the impression your son liked him too.”


    She stared blankly at him, the eyes of a raccoon caught up a tree with no way back down. “Did my son tell you that?”


    “More or less.”


    “Then perhaps you should ask him about Jags Rohmer,” she said, gazing at him over a cloud of smoke. “I should hardly think he would remember Jags. He was very young at the time.”


    “He told me Jags was a religious man. He said you went to church together.”


    Her face showed disquiet, though she didn’t contradict him. She took another drag, pulling her face into a grotesque mockery, a death’s mask, as her skin tautened and her cheekbones showed the hollows beneath the flesh, spewing smoke like some charnel house beauty queen.


    “That’s a strange sort of memory. I don’t know what to make of it.”


    “Would you say Jags was religious?”


    “I really don’t know what to say to that.” She looked discomfited again. “I suppose everyone has something odd about them. I can’t really see Jags as a religious person. He was very iconoclastic back then. He couldn’t abide traditional values. But then again

    I didn’t know everything about him.”


    Dan considered his next question carefully. “Were you aware of any extremes in his sexual nature?”


    “Such as?”


    “Do you know what the term ‘gasper’ refers to?”


    Marilyn looked away for a moment. Dan thought she wasn’t going to answer. Finally, she turned back to him. Her mouth had hardened into a thin line.


    “You’re referring to one of his later albums. Yes,

    I’m aware of the term and what it means. I never saw anything of that side of him. He was always very respectful to me.” Her eyes narrowed. “Despite the times,

    we managed to be discreet about some things.”


    “Of course.”


    “Is there anything else?” she asked sharply.


    Dan tried for an offhand smile before the next assault. “Would you say that Jags had a negative impact on your life? Is there anything you blame him for?”


    Now she focused her gaze directly on him. “In what way ‘negative’?” She blew a cloud of smoke at him. “Drugs, for instance? Is that what you came here to ask? Whether I’m a drug addict? And if so did Jags Rohmer get me started? Is that what you want to know?”


    “I’m sorry if I …”


    She frowned and stubbed out her cigarette. “I don’t think those are appropriate questions to be asking me about your employer.”


    Dan nodded. “I’m talking about a time long ago, in the past, when he might have been a different person than he is today.”


    “We were all different people in the past,” she said emphatically. “You’re still young. You have no idea what I’m talking about.” She looked up at him. “For the record, I don’t blame Jags Rohmer for anything. If you don’t have any relevant questions for me, I think you should leave.”


    Dan stood. She followed him to the door. He held out his hand, expecting her to shake it and close the door behind him. Instead, she paused.


    “Do you know, Mr. Sharp, what my son thinks of me?”


    She watched him closely, a gambler waiting for the turn of a card that will make or break her. A flash of red or a streak of black. Breath held back, barely daring to hope. The longing was almost tangible.


    “He seems to think very highly of you.”


    “Is that so?”


    “I’m sure it is.”


    She shook her head. Not the right card after all. “I don’t think it’s true, for what it’s worth.”


    “Why would he not think highly of you?”


    She smiled ruefully, perhaps the first genuine expression he’d seen on her face since he arrived.


    “I was a bad mother, Mr. Sharp. A very bad mother. I’m sure he blames me for a lot of things.”


    It was her refrain, Dan realized. She’d said as much already. Even her self-professed failures made her special, a cut above other mothers, famous or not: No one has failed as spectacularly as I. No one could be so sad and miserable as I.


    Dan smiled. “It’s what children do.”


    She contemplated this. “Perhaps.”


    “If it’s any consolation, he’s never said anything negative about you to me.”


    “Thank you,” she said simply. “I appreciate that.”


    “Thank you for your time,” Dan said.


    “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of help.”


    She looked relieved as he made his way out the door.

  


  
    Twenty-Five


    


    Ladybug, Ladybug


    Ordinarily, the fire on Symes Road would have been classified as a three-alarm blaze. The call that came in to emergency at 1:13 am on Friday, September 12, should have resulted in a simple designation that would ensure a basic response unit of some twelve vehicles. Instead, it was classified as a “one-alarm probable.” Meaning there might or might not be a fire.


    The exact classification of a blaze is never a precise thing. Fire fighters will tell you it depends partly on location, with the number of alarms indicating the required level of response. Larger alarms mean a greater response. Once a fire is confirmed, additional units such as ladder trucks, ambulances, and even civilian cars for various officials may be dispatched. Each alarm “upgrade” could mean as many as four or more additional vehicles being sent.


    Precise or not, contemporary classifications are a far cry from early fire fighting efforts, which relied on church bells and watchtowers to ring out the alarm. Once alerted, fire fighters would scan the horizon for smoke in an effort to locate the blaze. As the system progressed, it gained in sophistication. Bell ringing grew to utilize a system of codes indicating direction or even the precise district where a fire was occurring. In 1852, Boston became the first city to employ a telegraph alarm system, greatly speeding response time and increasing efficiency.


    The accuracy of an alert is also tied to eyewitness description, though not always wisely. The first call to fire hall number 423 on Keele Street came from a handful of drunken teenagers stumbling from one party to another. Initially unable to agree on what they were seeing, they took cellphone photographs of the flames tickling the second floor windows and spurting through the roofline for nearly a quarter of an hour before deciding that it might in fact be an actual fire and not “some fucking awesome rave” replete with lights and strobes. Finally, after another minute spent arguing over whose cellphone to use, the call was made.


    “Uh, yeah, we think there might be a fire?”


    There was no wind that evening and it had rained earlier, so the event was at first sight less dramatic than it might have been had the wind spread it faster and more conspicuously. What was also not clear was that the entire inside of the building was already being consumed. Which was why the fire began jumping from roof to roof less than thirty minutes after it began.


    The first engine arrived on the scene at 1:19 a.m., along with a quickly swelling crowd of young people, thanks to a series of cellular and text messages sent by the teenagers to their friends in anticipation of a little excitement prior to making the emergency call. The fire department arrived to discover a blaze spreading much faster than normal. It was the first indication an arsonist was at work.


    There was no question of gaining entry into the building. The north wall began to collapse within minutes of the fire department’s arrival. Additional fire fighting units were quickly dispatched and neighbouring stations roused to help in the battle. The delay in designating the fire as being serious was one of the complications that contributed to the extent of the damage. It was nearly 6:00 a.m. before the blaze was sufficiently under control and a suggestion to evacuate the vicinity no longer considered necessary. By then the warehouse and three neighbouring buildings had been destroyed.


    By afternoon the following day, forensics investigators were able to conclude that at least one life had been lost. The body was so thoroughly incinerated that they were unable to make even a cursory guess as to the age or sex of the victim. A number of beer bottles and cans were subsequently found in the area where the fire was believed to have started, so the initial suspicion of a rave that got out of hand was still being considered. According to the property owners, the building had been unoccupied pending renovation. In the rush to get the premises ready, a low-cost decorating company was hired to strip and paint all the interior walls. Large quantities of paint strippers, thinners, and turpentine had been imported for the job, which was to have begun Monday, leaving the place filled with a considerable amount of incendiary material.


    The question of insurance fraud was considered unlikely since the owners had been doing well with long-term rentals. The investigators leaned toward a decision of accidental combustion, partly as a result of numerous reports of teenage intruders partying on the grounds. Unknown to the public, and unreported in the press till many weeks later, a disagreement erupted between the members of the investigating committee on whether to classify the blaze as arson or accident. The death made it tricky, as this put the onus on the building’s owners to prove that every precaution had been taken to prevent trespassers from entering the premises.


    The possibility of an arsonist-at-large quickly spread fear in the surrounding neighbourhood, where several of the city’s notorious garage fires had occurred earlier in the summer. The worry was that the arsonist had been using the garages for practice till he got his technique down, and was now en route to bigger and brighter things.


    None of this would particularly have interested Dan, except for a midnight phone call from Germ suggesting the fire might be of importance to the Bélanger case. Once again Dan high-tailed it over to Germ’s bunker.


    “It was an alternate site,” Germ explained. “We almost didn’t set this one up. It was a last-minute thing. Velvet Blue decided it was worthwhile, so there you are. No one showed up on camera before, but two days ago Little Boy Blue entered the premises.”


    “Wait a minute! Are you telling me that Little Boy Blue was at that warehouse?”


    “Dude, that’s what I’m saying.”


    Dan thought back. Two days ago was when he had discovered Gaetan Bélanger at the abandoned retirement home. If Bélanger had wanted to find an alternate site to hide, he would have chosen his alter-ego to make an appearance. That way, if anyone saw him, it would be easy to back out with no one the wiser as to his true identity.


    Germ showed Dan the tape. He watched as the boy in a cap and blazer approached with a knapsack on his back. It was Gaetan Bélanger. He was talking on a cellphone and looking over his shoulder. Then he simply turned the corner and went inside, disappearing from the screen.


    “Do me a favour,” Dan told him. “I want you to check all your cameras in the vicinity and see if you can find him on the same site the day of the fire. Then I want you to look for a police officer or anyone who even looks like a cop checking out the warehouse any time before that.”


    Germ gave him a look. “As long as you’re not in a rush. That could be hours of recordings.”


    “Take your time. This needs to be done right.”


    


    Dan was in his car, traffic whizzing by. He got on the phone to Ed Burch.


    “Another late-night call,” Ed said. “Should I be worried?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Well, I’ve been meaning to call you anyway.”


    “I beat you to it. Not with the best news, I’m afraid.”


    “Hit me.”


    Dan drew a breath. “Do you know about the fire at the empty warehouse south of St. Clair?”


    “Possible arson, yeah, I’ve been hearing about it. Someone died, I heard.”


    “Yeah. Someone did.”


    Dan let the pause sink in.


    Ed caught his tone. “Do you think you know who it was?”


    “Maybe,” Dan said. “I don’t think we’re going to like what we find out about the victim.”


    Ed’s voice was cautious. “Are you thinking it might have something to do with Gaetan Bélanger?”


    “It’s my guess it does.”


    “Why?”


    “Ask a leading question …”


    He proceeded to tell Ed about his confrontation at the retirement home and the break-in at Germ’s studio.


    Ed took a deep breath. “You should have told me sooner, Daniel.”


    Dan heard the worry in his voice.


    “Ed, it wasn’t my break-in to report.”


    “I’m not talking about the break-in.” There was an edge to his voice. “I don’t like this. Argue what you will, this is a murder investigation. You had a duty to disclose what you know.”


    “I still don’t know anything for sure.”


    “I’ll let that go for now, but if you’re right then this is another murder. You’re getting in way too deep here. How can you even be sure that Pfeiffer was behind the break-in at your source’s studio?”


    “Again, there’s no proof, Ed, but he was following me around and getting antsy about not having contact with my sources.”


    “But that still doesn’t mean it was him.”


    “Not in itself. But consider that what Pfeiffer wanted was access to tapes showing the possible hideout of Gaetan Bélanger. Then consider that he destroyed the tapes. Two days later, a fatal fire breaks out in one of the locations targeted by the cameras set up courtesy of my source. To my mind, there’s only one way that adds up. Pfeiffer has to be behind it.”


    Ed was thinking this one over. “You’re right. There are too many coincidences there for me to swallow,” he said at last.


    “That’s what I thought. Question is, what do we do about it now?”


    Ed’s voice was gloomy. “I’ll have to call the chief about this. Sit tight. Chances are you’re going to receive a call in the next couple of hours, if I can wake anybody up. I’ll try to keep you out of this as much as I can, but I know they’re not going to like it.”


    “Do what you can, Ed. I trust you.”


    “I hope you don’t regret saying that, Danny.”


    When Dan arrived home he reluctantly woke Trevor. His boyfriend sat up and blinked at the light, elf-like, a boy awakened on Christmas morning.


    Trevor’s face fell as Dan explained what had been happening. “What can we expect?”


    “At the very least I’m going to get a rap on the knuckles for withholding information.”


    “And at worst?”


    Dan sighed. “Things could get difficult.”


    Trevor nodded. “Is this the point where you tell me to start worrying?”


    “I doubt it will help,” Dan said. “But this is the point where I would normally decide to have a very strong drink.”


    “I could probably use one, too. Do you think Ked would mind?”


    “Not this time. Get dressed and meet me in the kitchen.”

  


  
    Twenty-Six


    


    Three Blind Mice


    Dan’s phone rang a little past 4:00 a.m. It was Ed calling to tell him to be at police headquarters in an hour. When he finished the call, Dan saw Trevor watching him with worried eyes.


    “Don’t worry. Everything’s all right.”


    “Should I come with you?”


    “No point. I could be there a long time and I doubt they’d allow you in with me.”


    A thin drizzle began to pelt his car windows when he drove off. August’s heat had given way to September’s cool wet. This time, when he arrived Dan was ushered directly to the chief’s office. The room was stark, austere — red trim, plain cabinetry — unlike the cushy showroom of the previous month. Inside were the chief, Detective Danes, and Ed Burch. Constable Pfeiffer, Dan noted, was absent. That was good news then. He assumed they wanted to hear Dan’s accusations before confronting Pfeiffer.


    A sober-looking chief of police glanced up mid-sentence. Danes indicated a seat for Dan on the far side of the table.


    The chief turned to the recorder. “Please note that Mr. Daniel Sharp has joined us. The time is 5:21 a.m.”


    Dan watched the chief sift listlessly through a couple of files on the table before continuing.


    “The body is that of a Caucasian male. Probable age range from sixteen to twenty-four. That’s all we know for now, apart from certain physical evidence found at the scene indicating a possible identity …”


    He paused and looked over at Detective Danes, a grim set to his face. “Anything?”


    “We’re trying to track down the dental records.”


    “Nothing on file with the Quebec police?” the chief asked. He wiped his eyes with his hand. He looked tired.


    “No, sir. They wouldn’t have his dental records,” Danes offered reluctantly, as though unwilling to contradict his boss.


    “Oh, of course. Excuse me, Karl. I’m not thinking straight.”


    The chief continued to look through his report. Time ticked by. Dan glanced across the table at Ed, whose eyes shifted to Dan and then away. Something wasn’t adding up here. It took a lot for his ex-boss to be made uncomfortable by what went on around him.


    The chief looked at Dan. His eyes took him in, assessed him quickly then retreated to his files. The Grim Reaper double-checking a certain date in his appointment book, rendered in a clear, hard script.


    “Thank you for coming in, Dan. Ed called a few hours ago to update me on some of your activities in the past week. I understand you had some contact with the murder suspect Gaetan Bélanger.”


    “I can’t say for sure that it was …”


    The chief put up a hand and looked directly at him. “I want clear answers here. If you don’t cooperate, I’m ready to charge you with obstructing justice at the very least, and maybe with aiding and abetting a homicide.”


    He paused to let this sink in.


    Ed coughed. “Please just answer the chief’s questions, Daniel.”


    Dan felt ambushed. Too late, he understood Ed’s discomfort. “I was in touch with someone I believe may have been Gaetan Bélanger.”


    The chief looked up wearily. “When?”


    “Wednesday evening, between five and six.”


    “From our point of view, it would have been helpful if you had come to us with this information earlier, but that isn’t important now. What I’d like to know is what you were doing there.”


    “First off,” Dan said, “I want to make clear that I came across Gaetan — if it was Gaetan — by accident.”


    The chief’s eyes narrowed.


    “I was searching for someone else, but I won’t go into that now.”


    He described his confrontation with the teenage killer.


    “Was this at the site of last night’s fire?”


    “No,” Dan said. He gave the address of the retirement home.


    The chief made a note and gave an order to send men over to the site.


    “Clearly, I spooked him,” Dan continued. “He’d be very unlikely to return there once his identity was blown.”


    “You couldn’t know that for sure. You’re guessing …”


    “It was a likely conclusion, but yes, I guessed.”


    “And you think he ended up at” — the chief looked down to check his records — “at this other address, whatever it was.”


    “Thirty-two Symes Road, sir,” Danes put in.


    “Thirty-two Symes Road. Thank you, Karl.” He looked at Dan again. “How did you know to look for him at this location?”


    Dan shook his head. “I didn’t know. As I said,

    I was looking for someone else.”


    “All right, all right.” The chief shook his head impatiently. The colour in his cheeks said he was about to blow a fuse. “Whoever it was you were looking for …”


    “My source had a CCTV set up there.”


    The chief’s eyebrows crawled up his forehead like caterpillars. Just then a knock came at the door. A junior officer entered and handed the chief another file.

    He looked at it briefly and set it aside.


    “Thank you, Constable.”


    “Sir.”


    The junior officer left.


    Dan’s impatience was getting the better of him. “What have you learned about the fire? It was arson, wasn’t it?”


    The chief shot an angry glance at him. “I realize we asked your assistance on this case, but I’m sure you understand there are things we can’t reveal to you. Certain people we have under investigation, for instance.”


    “And others you’re protecting for their co-

    operation.”


    The chief’s face was a stone. Whatever target Dan’s comment may have hit, he was too practised to give anything away.


    “That’s not at issue here.”


    Dan returned his stare. “It might be. One of my sources had an unwelcome visitor the night before last. That visitor wore a mask. He forced my source to divulge information about his camera set-ups.”


    A desk lamp reflected in the chief’s glasses. An acetylene glare. Blankness had taken over his features.


    “An unidentifiable intruder made your source divulge information relating to the case? Is that what you’re saying? Information we asked for your assistance in obtaining, but which you refused to offer?”


    Dan clenched his teeth. “He forced my source to show him footage of several derelict buildings, including the warehouse, in the days prior to the fire. My belief is that the intruder was a police officer. I think it was Pfeiffer. Whether or not he was acting under official orders during any of this is impossible to guess.”


    Ed looked stricken. “Daniel, do you realize what you’re saying?”


    “Of course I do, Ed. Someone got to my sources and now a fire kills a suspect in a murder investigation in a location pinpointed by my sources. But it’s not me who should be telling you this. Why don’t you ask Pfeiffer?”


    The chief’s face fell. “First of all, there is nothing to indicate that any murder suspect died in that fire.” A dark hue glossed his features as he struggled to contain himself. “Second, you need to accept that I can tell you only so much. Suffice to say that finding a serial killer in the city has been my top priority. I invested my officers with the power to do whatever it took to capture Bélanger. I cannot and will not tell you exactly what that entailed, because it is none of your fucking business. In the meantime …”


    “How else would someone have known where Bélanger was?” Dan interrupted.


    A hand pounded the desktop. “Because we already had that address under investigation. Constable Pfeiffer informed me of his intentions to look into the matter personally.”


    Dan took a breath. Pfeiffer had been ahead of him all along. He knew he shouldn’t be surprised.


    “In the meantime,” the chief continued, “I will look into your ridiculous allegations.”


    “I doubt you’ll find anything.” Dan glowered. The fact that Pfeiffer had already admitted to knowing Bélanger’s new location didn’t change the possibility that he’d set the fire. “Do you have any more questions for me? Or are you going to charge me with anything? Because if not, I have better things to do than listen to this whitewash.”


    The chief sucked air between his teeth. His face turned bright red.


    Dan looked him straight in the face. “Why don’t you get Pfeiffer in here? I’m sure he’ll have a lot to say about this matter.”


    The chief swivelled his chair till he faced Dan. His eyes were the eyes of a sharpshooter. “Daniel, the reason Constable Pfeiffer isn’t here is because he perished in that fire.”


    Dan felt the wind taken out of him.


    The chief glared at him. He looked down at the file the junior officer had placed in front of him after Dan came in.


    Dan stood. “I’m very sorry to hear that, but what was he doing there?”


    The chief put a hand to his forehead. “I won’t discuss the reasons for that with you.”


    Dan waited.


    The chief nodded. “If you have anything else to add to this inquiry then you had better come out with it now. Otherwise, I am ordering you to stay as far away from this investigation as you can possibly get. Go to Cuba, if you need to. Go to the fucking moon. But if you meddle any further from this moment on, I will have you up on charges so fast it will make your head spin. On top of that, your sources will be subpoenaed and their files checked.”


    Dan waited, a lump in his throat.


    “Furthermore, as for primary sources of information protected by this or any other police or secret service, I would advise you to stay well away and stop prying. You have no idea how deep this is or what you’re trying to open up here.”


    “You’re right, I don’t,” Dan blurted out. “That’s why I keep asking questions and keep feeling more and more frustrated with the answers I don’t get.”


    The chief shook his head. “Get him out of here.”


    He turned back to his files.


    


    The console had been rebuilt, though it now held half as many screens as it had previously. All the cameras seemed to be operative.


    “I need to cue this,” Germ was saying. “Help yourself to coffee.”


    Dan walked into the kitchen and poured himself a cup before coming back out to where Germ was working intensely.


    “Here — this is what I wanted you to see,” Germ said.


    Dan peered at the screen. He saw the outside of a building in the dead of night. Nothing moved. The views were as static as a camera pointed at outer space.


    “I had to go through hours and hours of tape.” Germ looked meaningfully at Dan. “Even at fast forward — and it can’t be too fast or you might miss something — it still takes a hell of a long time to watch everything.”


    “I appreciate it, Germ.”


    Dan waited, wondering what he should be looking for. Then he saw it: a brief flash that lit up the top right-hand corner of the screen and died out again. After another minute, a glow took hold and grew steadily.


    “That’s the first shot of the fire. Let’s go backwards from there.”


    He tapped in a few commands. A new file began spooling on the hard drive. After a few seconds, it began to play.


    “Now watch this,” Germ told him. “This is about an hour before the fire began.”


    Dan watched as a figure approached. He had on a blue blazer and cap. As he passed, he looked directly at the camera and flashed an indignant finger.


    “He knew!” Dan said.


    “The little fucker was on to us the whole time.”


    The figure disappeared and was not seen again.


    “Now, look who arrives just before the fire.”


    A second figure approached the warehouse, a baseball cap pulled down over his forehead. From what Dan could make out, it was Constable Pfeiffer. He entered the building and did not return. They watched until they saw the spurt of flame that signalled the fire’s beginning.


    “So it’s true. Pfeiffer was there. He must have been caught in the first explosion. But when did Bélanger leave?”


    “It’s on another camera. I’ve got him leaving by the back door. Same get-up, blazer and everything.”


    He sped the recording forward. A few minutes later, a group of kids stood and watched the flames without moving.


    “I take it these were the kids who discovered the fire.”


    “Probably,” Germ said.


    Dan looked at the code on the bottom of the screen. “That works with the fire department report. The call was made a little past one o’clock. The time code places the start of the fire just before one. Do they go anywhere near the place?”


    “Yeah, I wondered that too. But not that I can see.” Germ paused.


    “What is it?” Dan asked.


    “There’s something bothering me about this. Something that isn’t right.” He thought about it a moment then shook his head. “Maybe I just need to smoke a little more dope. It’ll come to me.”


    “Okay, keep on it.”


    Germ ended the playback. “That’s it for this tape. The camera was destroyed not long after.”


    Dan stood. “Good work,” he said.


    “Wait. There’s something else.” Germ pointed to another monitor.


    He fiddled with the keys, snapped ENTER, and a website swirled onscreen. They were back on Bélanger’s blog again. A skull-and-crossbones flashed across the screen. The entry had been dated the previous day, one day after the fire.


    “What is it?” Dan asked.


    Germ looked over. “Hold on, it’s coming.”


    A handful of words flew across the screen and vanished. Dan’s eyes flew open wide. “What did it say?”


    “I got Velvet Blue to translate for me,” Germ said. “It says, ‘Another pig got roasted tonight.’”


    Dan felt a chill. He sank back in his seat, wondering if the chief of police had read this yet. “Okay,” he said at last.


    The phone message was jarring. At first Dan couldn’t make out if it was good news or bad. Donny was keyed up to the point where he sounded out of control. He hardly ever got that way, but lately he’d changed. Whatever he’d been through had put him in a state of mind Dan rarely encountered in him. This is so unlike him, Dan thought. Was there nothing fixed in the world?


    He scrambled to piece together the disjointed narrative. There seemed to be some biblical reference to Noah and his ark and another one about freedom. Finally, he grasped that Lester had flooded the bathtub in his family home, letting it overflow and scramming when the fire department arrived.


    At least he hadn’t set fire to the house, Dan thought. He’d had enough incendiary incidents to last him a lifetime, but he was relieved to hear that Lester was safely back home and that Donny had not had to get involved.


    At least one person had been rescued that day.

  


  
    Twenty-Seven


    I’m All Ears


    It was going on noon. Dan debated whether to stop at Wendy’s or wait and eat at home. Wendy’s seemed too much of a diversion. He flipped down the glove compartment that had never held a pair of gloves, or socks either, for that matter. It occasionally became the repository for chocolate bars, but in summer that would have proved a sad liability, tithing both the chocolate and the time required to clean up the oozing mess. But perhaps a lowly granola bar lay in wait. He searched. Sadly not, in this case. Forbearance would have to be the better part of valour. Besides, there were healthier things like apples at home.


    Ralph trotted out to greet him then quietly returned to the kitchen, where he spent his days lying in the sunlight that dappled the thick backdoor rug. He was nearing senior citizen status and seemed to be taking his retirement prospects seriously.


    The light blinked on the answer machine. Dan pressed PLAY and a quiet voice leapt out: “Greetings, Mr. Trevor James, this is Andy from the Tile Place in Markham.” A pause ensued, as though Andy had lost his train of thought from information overload. Well, Andy, I know how that feels, Dan thought.


    The voice revived. “Mr. James, sir, your special order is ready for pick-up at our Markham office.” Another pause ensued. “If you need it delivered, sir, please let us know, but we won’t be able to get it to you before Monday. Uh, sorry about that.”


    The call clicked off. There were no more messages. Dan called to let Andy know he’d be picking up the special order for Trevor James that afternoon, to what sounded like immense relief on Andy’s part.


    Dan thought about how little time he’d spent with Trevor lately. Was it a reflection on the direction their relationship was taking? If so, it was his own fault, Dan knew.


    In the kitchen, a square brown envelope sat propped on the kitchen table, his name scrawled across the front. He looked it over. Something about it struck him as odd. He was already getting a bad feel. No reason, just bad.


    He picked it up and turned it over. There was no address and no postage stamp. In which case, it would have been hand delivered through the slot in the door. The air seemed to buzz around his head. His hands shook as he opened it. A single piece of paper, folded once, fell onto the table. He recognized the pattern immediately. There were three of them. They didn’t look like fallen leaves this time.


    Dan sat and stared at the photograph. This can’t be happening, he told himself, forcing the panic deep down inside himself.


    He thought of the dried pig’s ears Ked sometimes brought home for Ralph. They were meant as a reward. This wasn’t a reward; it was a punishment. But for what? What had he done? How had this monstrosity got in here? He looked around the room, scanning for suspects. At that moment even the furniture looked ominous, the bookshelves seemed to harbour dark secrets.


    “What the fuck are you trying to tell me?” he murmured.


    He cocked his ears and listened to the rest of the house. No sound. He looked over at Ralph, who seemed to be enjoying the sun more than anything else in the world at that moment.


    “All good, Ralphie? Everything okay here?”


    The dog thumped his tail against the floor.


    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’”


    He could have used one of Germ’s joints. Something to dull the immediacy of life right then. He thought how there seemed to be no fixed objects in his universe these days, only satellites and asteroids rolling around in deep space and threatening to fall back on earth, their orbits failing like everything else. He thought of Domingo’s injunction against Little Boy Blue: It’s like he doesn’t really exist. But someone had to have delivered this to his door. Dan thought about his current state of affairs. He felt as though he’d been out of touch with things for far too long. Maybe it was time to re-enter Earth’s atmosphere and burn himself up. He was like a man at a cosmic sideshow with the carny barkers yelling at him: Step right up, friend! Pick a gravity field, any gravity field …


    Dan thought of the nearest next best thing. He grabbed the phone and dialled Trevor’s number, wanting to hear his solid, reassuring voice. That was as close to a centre of gravity as he got these days.


    “Just checking in,” he said, when Trevor answered. His own voice sounded thick and tight. He tried for casual, trying to force himself to believe in normal, which at that moment seemed next to impossible.


    “So everything went okay with the police this morning?” Trevor was saying.


    “Oh, that. Sure!” Dan had nearly forgotten what had transpired in the past twelve hours. Everything had come down to a piece of paper sitting on his kitchen table. “Nothing to worry about. How are things with you? It feels like I haven’t had a moment alone with you lately.”


    The conversation sounded so absurd he felt Trevor would suspect something for sure.


    Trevor laughed. “I didn’t think you’d noticed.”


    “I noticed. I’m sorry I’ve been so busy.”


    “I’m feeling a little more relaxed about things these days.”


    The deep tones sounded soothing to Dan’s ears. If only he could believe the words. “That’s good,” he said.


    “Actually,” Trevor continued, “I’m glad you called. Kendra phoned earlier. She invited us for supper tonight. I told her I’d check with you first. She’s such a sweetheart.”


    “Supper sounds good,” Dan said, still striving for something to help cement him back into the everyday. His voice was dull, wooden. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?”


    “I’ll be here at the house.”


    No! Dan wanted to scream. Don’t come back here. Then it dawned on him. The other house.


    Trevor went right on, oblivious. “The cabinetry looks great. You’ll have to come by and see it when you have a moment. We’re fitting in the new bathtub this afternoon and tiling tomorrow. We’re actually a bit ahead of schedule.”


    “That’s terrific,” Dan said. “In fact that’s why I was calling.” Liar! “There was a message about a special delivery from the Tile Place. They can’t get it out till Monday. I said I’d pick it up for you.”


    “That would be very helpful. Thanks, Dan.”


    Dan paused. “Oh, yeah … just one other thing. Did you leave the envelope on the kitchen table?”


    “Envelope?”


    “Brown manila?”


    “No. It must have been Ked.”


    Dan’s heart lurched.


    “Anything important?”


    “Nothing that can’t wait for later,” Dan said. “Don’t let me keep you. What time is supper tonight?”


    “Supper’s at six. Ked’s got a game this afternoon. He said he’d meet us there. I’ve got a full day too. I’ll probably go straight from here, if that’s all right with you.”


    “No, that’s great. See you then.” He paused. “I love you.”


    “I love you, too, Dan. See you tonight.”


    The line clicked off.


    Fear returned. In an effort to avoid its grasp, Dan turned and ran smack into the banister. He lost his balance, sliding to the ground and clutching his solar plexus. The pain was intense. He pictured Darryl Hillary’s ruined face staring down at him from the meat hook. You won’t get me, Dan declared to the unseen Bélanger. I have far too much to live for.


    Then reason crept in. This was a threat from a sixteen-year-old. A desperate sixteen-year-old, but still,

    he wasn’t a madman with an Uzi prowling the corridors of a high school picking off his victims. Dan simply had to avoid dark corners, not let himself get caught in places where someone could aim a crossbow or come at him with a knife. The police would catch him eventually. How long could an invisible kid steer clear of them? Rogue planets rolled around in his head until they crashed into some imaginary force field. He’d get through this, one solar system at a time.


    


    The afternoon sun was blistering red as he headed west. He was travelling north of the city, around the Tenth Line. To Dan, it was all foreign territory up there. Everything looked the same: trees, houses, open space. No defining landmarks in a place where everything replicated itself perfectly. The outer limits. Surely he was a city boy if ever there were one.


    He found the Tile Place, went in, and asked for Andy. A well-groomed, muscular young man came out beaming with confidence. Dan had expected someone soft and inefficient, someone he was prepared to feel sorry for in advance. Not this demi-god. Maybe the boy was phobic about phones. It takes all kinds, he thought. You could never tell about voices on phones.


    Trevor had picked a plain tile, matching it with an intricate border that offset the colours nicely. Of course he would have done, Trevor was an expert. Not that Dan cared about tiles right at that moment. He just needed to focus on the small details to get through this day.


    He paid Andy, smiling like a satisfied customer. Next he stacked the boxes in his trunk and headed for the highway. If he acted normal then he might feel normal. If he could feel normal then all might be normal. Or not. Tonight, he reminded himself, he was having dinner with his male lover and the mother of his child, a woman he’d never really dated, let alone married. There was going to have to be a new normal before he could claim any part of it.


    In the distance, fields gleamed with giant orange bubbles, pumpkins ripening in the autumn sun. They made him think of the nursery rhyme: Peter, Peter, pumpkin eater … For other kids, it had been a simple tale embodying the absurdities of childhood in a ditty straight out of Monty Python’s Flying Circus or Doctor Seuss. For Dan it had always held ugly, sinister connotations: misogyny, imprisonment, cannibalism. Why hadn’t Peter been able to keep his wife? Maybe he was gay and couldn’t be bothered to fake it. Still, why put her in a pumpkin shell? Or maybe Peter was like Jack Spratt and just wasn’t attracted to his wife. Far better to put her in a pumpkin shell then.


    But why cut off an ear?


    He zoomed past the fields, well over the speed limit. Trying hard to forget. Trying to break the sound barrier and outstrip his life, leaving it all far behind him.


    


    Candles flickered and sucked air when Dan opened the door, before settling back into place. He felt calmer just being there. Kendra came up to him, soft and flowing. He breathed in her scent as she kissed his cheek. Subtle, like cornflowers on a summer’s evening. Hers was a beauty hard to claim or pin down. It was elusive, always in motion. Her eyes carried a rare intelligence. Had he been a straight man, Dan thought, he would have fallen for her, but he never could have married her. Not simply because her Muslim family would have forbidden it, which they would, but because he would always feel outclassed by her.


    He put her in a pumpkin shell …


    Trevor lined up behind Kendra for a kiss as Ked came out of the kitchen to greet him. Maybe this was the new normal.


    “Mom made lamb,” he announced.


    “Well, aren’t you spoiled,” Dan said with a wink at Kendra.


    Ked gave him a look. “It was for you guys, not me.”


    “Actually, I made it for all of you,” Kendra said. “You’re all my special boys.”


    Dan glanced around at this tastefully modern home. There were a few reminders of her Syrian upbringing, but these were trimmings on the package.

    She had no problem breaking practices that didn’t suit her needs. She dressed from the pages of Vogue, readily imbibed alcohol, and ate what she pleased. Her television was poised on the W Network at all times, even when she wasn’t at home. Dating and sex were at her discretion. She would not be circumscribed by tradition.


    Her one reservation, the one taboo she’d been unwilling to break, had been Kedrick. Kendra’s family knew nothing of his existence. It would have caused a permanent rift, she claimed. Dan felt that keeping them ignorant amounted to the same thing. It’s like Ked doesn’t exist, he thought. Kendra visited Syria every other year, letting her family believe she was upholding Islamic practice. The charade seemed not to bother her at all. In fact, it meshed perfectly with her elfin personality.


    She ushered them into the dining room. The table was set with hand-woven cloth, delicate china, and gleaming crystal. Dan seldom saw her domestic side, but he knew she had one when required. Her cooking was always top of the line. He joked that she could have had the best Middle Eastern restaurant in the city, if she’d wanted. But she was a businesswoman at heart and clearly wasn’t ready to give up her career.


    Dishes arrived from the kitchen, bringing the scent of stewed figs, dates, apricots, almonds. Dan sipped soda and looked around the table at his family. Nothing could be allowed to threaten this, he told himself. Everything was going to be fine.


    He was momentarily distracted from his thoughts. Kendra was looking at him questioningly.


    “Are you with us?” she asked.


    “What? I’m sorry.”


    “You were in La-La Land again,” Trevor told him.


    Kendra smiled and shook her head. “I swear sometimes he doesn’t hear a thing I say.”


    Dan looked at her laughing face. “Sorry. What did I miss?”


    “I asked how work was going. How are you managing without your regular salary?”


    “Oh, that.” He shrugged. “It could be better.”


    “I’m afraid I haven’t been much help,” Trevor said.


    “You are a big help,” Dan insisted. He turned to Kendra. “He’s doing all the work on the new house singlehanded. Just having him in my life is reward enough. I don’t know how I managed without him.”


    “Ah, so sweet,” Kendra said.


    She caught Dan’s eye and nodded to the kitchen. He excused himself and followed her.


    “You’ve really changed, Daniel. I’ve never seen you so sweet on anybody before.”


    “I know. Is it sickening?”


    “Not at all. I think it’s time you opened up your heart to someone. He’s a wonderful guy, so good for you.”


    She handed him a dish. It was the prelude to something, he could tell.


    “I don’t know if Ked mentioned his date to you yet …”


    “Date? No, nothing.”


    She smiled. “He will. He’s a bit shy about it, so try not to make a big deal out of it when he does.”


    Dan made a face. “Are you saying I make a big deal out of things?”


    “No!” She swatted him with a dishtowel. “I’m just warning you not to make any jokes.” She giggled. “He doesn’t want you to be disappointed that he’s interested in girls.”


    “Oh, that. We talked about it before. I thought he knew I was fine with whatever he does.”


    “He does. Sort of.” She shrugged. “He will be. You’re the centre of his universe, Dan. He does everything to please you.”


    “I know. It’s a bit hard trying to live up to the legend some days.”


    “Cut it out. I don’t think a kid could have a better father, frankly.”


    Dan smiled “If it hadn’t been for your brother …”


    “I know, I know. You weren’t exactly my type, either. But it was a happy accident.”


    They went back out to the dining room.


    Supper proceeded apace. Eventually, Ked brought the subject around to his upcoming date. Dan listened to his plans for taking a young lady out to a movie the following evening.


    “Any questions?” Ked asked when he’d finished, as though he’d just given a term report and was expecting to be grilled.


    Dan’s eyes darted to Kendra then back to his son. “Just one. How old is Elizabeth?”


    Please let her not be too young, Dan prayed.


    “She’s, um, sixteen,” Ked said quietly.


    “Sixteen?” Dan repeated.


    Ked nodded, looking apprehensive. “Is that all right?”


    “An older woman,” Dan said, relieved. “Yes, it’s fine. It’s terrific. I hope you enjoy yourself.”


    Ked gave him an awkward smile. “Thanks, Dad.”


    Dinner resumed. Dessert was brought out on trays, silver spoons handed out, cups and saucers extended. As much as he tried to shake it, Dan’s working class upbringing was never far off, always under his skin in one form or another. Yet here he was, tonight, having this very cosmopolitan dinner at an elegant dining table, eating Middle Eastern food with his teenage son, the woman who had given birth to him but whom he had never married, and his male lover. It was so far away from anything he’d been raised to expect. At times it was hard to say what was real and what a dream.


    He looked across at this disparate gathering of people who were so important to him. He was filled with a sudden joy at how his life had turned out. To have all this, and love too. At times, it seemed too much. He wouldn’t allow himself to think that it might be taken away from him again. He wouldn’t allow himself to think about an envelope left at his front door with a threatening image of severed ears.


    For a moment it seemed as though all would go well, that everything was going to be fine. It was, if not quite normal, then at least sane.

  


  
    Twenty-Eight


    Stepping Out with My Baby


    Dan still hadn’t mentioned the photograph to Trevor. He knew it wouldn’t be fair to keep it to himself forever, but the Saturday night dinner had been just the thing to make him feel his life was more or less safe and secure. He clung to the fiction. Still, he knew he couldn’t afford to forget the threat that had been delivered to his home.


    On thinking it over, he decided to tell Ed. Predictably, Ed counselled full disclosure to the chief. Reluctantly, Dan agreed. To his surprise, the chief asked if he wanted protection. The threat was so nebulous Dan was inclined to turn him down, but agreed to having an officer in a patrol car on the street over the next few days for Ked and Trevor’s sake. His man would be there that night, the chief told him.


    Dan’s nerves were on edge, but he managed to pass a pleasant afternoon with Trevor. It was their first uninterrupted day together since his return. Trevor had received news that morning: he’d already had an offer on his villa in BC. They made plans to celebrate later in the week. A fun evening out, perhaps Easy & The Fifth, one of Dan’s favourite restaurants for when he craved a bit of conspicuous consumption. In the meantime, they spent the hours lounging and reading newspapers, legs intertwined on the sofa. A shopping trip completed the day’s events.


    After supper, Trevor excused himself to phone his real estate agent. The conversation sounded as though it might go on for some time. Dan looked over at Ralph, who leapt up, sensing opportunity. Dan put his leash on and they stepped outside.


    In his excitement, Ralph lunged down the steps. Back in Dan’s drinking days, the dog would have managed to get him off balance, enraging him. Dan kept him in check now, letting Ralph guide him around the neighbourhood. Ralph still surged forward as if they were on a treasure hunt, but Dan maintained his command. He looked, but did not see the patrol car yet.


    They passed a number of down-at-heel watering holes Dan had frequented in his single days. They held no appeal for him now, so far in his past as to have belonged to another person. Cinderella before her glass slippers came on the scene.


    Ralph’s stride quickened along Queen Street East. With the return of the cooler weather, his energy had picked up. He seemed to enjoy his nightly walks more now.


    “Is you is or is you ain’t my baby?” Dan sang playfully under his breath, feeling more than a trifle goofy. He wondered where the hell that little ditty had sprung from, which overworked synapse had released it right then.


    Passing a florist’s window, he saw a disembodied face staring back, an alien self he didn’t recognize. It seemed like an apparition in a horror film intended to get a rise out of the auditorium, empty but for a man and his dog walking along an abandoned street. Dan moved his arm and the reflection moved with it. The ghost within, always showing up when we least expect it.


    At the next corner, he caught the headline. Bélanger had made the news again: Martyred Cop is Killer’s Fourth Victim. Dan leaned down to read, caught Pfeiffer’s name, then stood up, not wanting to read any further.


    He steered Ralph toward home. He didn’t want Trevor to find out. Not just yet. Dan would have to make sure the news was turned off till they went to sleep. He needed to find a way to bring up the photograph without spooking him, but that seemed a fruitless exercise. Anything further that happened would fuel Trevor’s fears.


    His mind drifted back to the previous night’s dinner. Something was playing out at the back of his mind. Something Kendra had said was trying to catch his attention, like a spark in a windstorm. It was too distant, not near enough to grab onto. He couldn’t recall it, whatever it was.


    They’d just turned onto Brooklyn Avenue when Dan felt the stirrings of fear. He stopped and looked around. The street was noticeably darker than the rest, but that wasn’t it. Ralph gazed at him curiously. Dan listened, but heard nothing unusual. Cars whizzing past on the pavement; the wind blowing in the branches above. Still, something was telling him to be wary. Watch out, it said.


    “Do you feel it, Ralphie? Is something odd happening?”


    His cell beeped. The display showed a call from Germ. He’d check his messages when he got home. For now, the hair was standing up on his neck like a werewolf with a full moon eclipse coming on.


    They continued up the street, with Dan throwing occasional glances over his shoulder. Nothing stirred. Nothing moved. Paranoia was striking a home run all by itself. At the intersection, he stopped and looked back. He had a clear view of the entire block. Nothing.


    By the time they returned Dan was sweating. Still no patrol car. Let off the leash, Ralph bounded for his water dish. Dan looked for Trevor. No sign. Ked should have been back by now, too. The house was silent.

    It was odd.


    Just then he heard splashing above. He slipped up the stairs and peeked around the bathroom door. Dan peeled off his clothes and slid into the shower. Trevor grinned at him through the steam like a gremlin.


    Making love in water was one of Dan’s few kinks, but one not so odd as to label him damaged. He felt free to indulge. They had just begun to kiss, erections jammed together against their thighs, when they heard Ralph making a fuss downstairs.


    “Must be Ked,” Dan said, cocking an ear to listen through the running stream.


    The barking continued. If it had been Ked, Ralph would have settled down as soon as he stepped in the door. But Ralph seemed to think it urgent, whatever it was.


    “It’s probably just a raccoon,” Trevor said. “He’ll stop in a moment.”


    He didn’t. In fact, his racket grew louder. Dan shook his head. “I’d better go look.”


    He towelled himself off briskly and threw on a robe. Ralph’s uproar continued even after he’d reached the bottom landing. Maybe the officer on patrol had been told to introduce himself.


    “This better be good, Ralphie,” Dan said, heading for the door.


    At first, nothing registered. Ralph stood, hackles raised, staring out at the backyard. Then it hit him. Flashing lights, the revolving strobes of an emergency vehicle. What was it doing in his backyard?


    What he saw didn’t make sense at first. It wasn’t an emergency vehicle. It was his garage engulfed in silent, eerie flames. Inside the house, there was no corresponding soundtrack, nothing to tell him the fire was real. He started to open the doors then checked himself.


    Somewhere out there was a killer waiting for him to show himself.


    “Is everything all right?” Trevor called from upstairs.


    Footsteps pounded on the stairs. Trevor came up behind him, dripping and tying his sash. He looked out at the blaze.


    “Oh, no,” he said softly.


    Ten minutes earlier all had been peaceful. Now the living room was awash in reflected flames.


    Dan lunged for the drapes, yanking them across. “Keep out of sight,” he commanded. “There could be someone outside with a gun.”


    He put in the 911 call under Trevor’s watchful eyes.


    “Shouldn’t we do something to stop it?” Trevor asked.


    Dan shook his head. “We’re safer in here.”


    “What’s happening, Dan? This is crazy. Who would be out there with a gun?”


    Dan went around to the kitchen and peered through the window. A figure stood in the driveway staring at the flames. For a moment, Dan thought it was Little Boy Blue. Then he caught the profile, the longish hair.


    It was his son.


    “No!”


    He yanked open the doors and called out. Ked turned to him.


    “Stay inside!” Dan told Trevor.


    He dashed down the steps, looking around crazily in an attempt to see whoever might be taking aim at him or Ked.


    “Ked!” he yelled again. “Get down!”


    His son looked at him as though he were deranged. Dan tackled him and brought him to the ground just as a siren screamed in the distance.


    “Keep your head down!” he yelled, trying to cover his son’s body with his own.


    They lay there in a confused pile, getting up only after the police car stopped right beside them in the driveway. An officer herded them both into the vehicle, closing the door and reassuring them they were safe.


    “Dad…?”


    “Where were you?” Dan demanded. “What the hell were you doing?”


    Ked looked at him in confusion. “Dad, I’m sorry …”


    Dan felt tears stinging his cheeks. He reached out and put an arm around his son. “I was worried.”


    “What happened to the garage?”


    Dan waited to catch his breath before continuing. “Someone set it on fire. I don’t know who.” He took another breath. “Where were you? Why were you out so late?”


    “I told you …” Ked began.


    “Told me what?” Dan felt himself getting riled again. “You never said you’d be home late. I didn’t know what to think.”


    Ked huffed. “Dad, I told you yesterday at dinner. I was going out with Elizabeth tonight. We went to a movie.”


    Dan smacked his forehead. The date Ked had told him about.


    His son was watching him intently. “Dad, I think you’re cracking up or something. It’s like you don’t listen to me.”


    Dan shifted a mop of hair from his son’s forehead. “You’re right. I listen, but I don’t hear you. You did tell me about your date. I’m sorry.”


    The officer was on the radio, giving an update on the situation. Dan remembered the call from Germ. He checked his cell: Mayday, dude! You’re not going to believe what I found. Can you come over tonight? It’s urgent.


    He checked the time: just before ten. He sent back a reply: Be there by midnight.


    The officer turned and took Dan’s statement before allowing him to go back into his house.


    “I would advise for your safety and peace of mind not to stay here tonight, sir,” he advised. “Have you got a place to go?”


    “Yes.” Dan nodded. “We’ve got a place to go.”


    They went back inside together. Trevor offered him a glass of whiskey and ice. Dan took it gratefully then phoned Kendra and made arrangements for Ked and Trevor to come over.


    Ked shot him a look. “What about you? Where will you go?”


    “I’ll drive you and Trevor over to your Mom’s.

    I have to go somewhere, but I’ll be back tonight.”


    Ked’s dark eyes looked at him accusingly. “Where are you going?”


    “I’ll be fine. Go up and pack whatever you need. Make it for a few days, all right?”


    Ked grabbed his arm. The grip was surprisingly strong. “Dad? Please don’t get killed.”


    “It’s all right. I promise not to get hurt or killed or anything.”


    Ked went up to pack. Dan walked across to the window and stared out at the darkened street. Somewhere out there, the Bogey Man lay in wait.


    “When I saw it I couldn’t believe it. I said to myself, something isn’t right here. But it took me a while to piece it all together.”


    This was the new Germ talking. Dan had never seen him so animated. Maybe he’d run out of his supply of weed and the real Germ — nervous, gritty, and talking at hyper-speed — had emerged


    “Whoa, whoa,” Dan said. “Slow down a bit. What are we talking about?”


    “Sequence of events, man. We’re talking about the sequence of events. Remember I told you something was out of sorts with the video?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, it wasn’t just one tape. I played the two tapes back to back and I finally figured out what it was.”


    Dan waited and watched as he scrolled through the footage.


    “We had two cameras on this site, one in the back as well as the one in the front.”


    Dan nodded. “Yeah, I remember.”


    “So there’s this, which you saw yesterday …”


    Dan watched the clip of Little Boy Blue arriving and flashing his finger at the screen.


    “That was an hour before,” Germ said. “Now here’s the other camera.”


    He scrolled through a second clip. They watched as the same figure emerged from the back of the building and stood in the shadows then left the frame. Germ let the footage keep rolling.


    “What am I looking for?” Dan asked.


    “It’s coming.”


    They waited. Eventually, they saw it: the spurt of flame that signalled the start of the fire.


    Dan sat back. “I’m confused.”


    “I was too.”


    “Oh,” Dan said, things finally dawning on him.


    “I told you you weren’t going to like it.”


    Dan put a hand to his forehead, trying to accept what he’d just seen. “How does this work? A boy arrives by the front door then leaves again by the back door …”


    “Long before the fire starts.”


    “If no one was there then who killed Pfeiffer?”


    “Exactly, dude!”


    “So there were two of them after all?”


    Germ nodded. “Had to be. It’s truly creepy and just the sort of thing you’d expect in a really nasty horror film. They knew about the front door camera, but they didn’t see the one at the back door.”


    Dan thought of the empty room in the retirement home, the hair products lining the bathroom sink, the towel, the French science fiction reading matter. The camera hidden inside the home. There were two of them, always switching disguises, each similar enough to the other to fool a security camera.


    It’s like he just disappears into thin air, Domingo had said.


    No one can be nowhere, Dan reminded himself.


    His mind was jolted back to what Kendra had said at dinner the night before, the phrase that had been jarring his memory, trying to get through to him: I swear sometimes he doesn’t hear a thing I say. And what Ked had reiterated: It’s like you don’t listen to me. Only this time it was coming through loud and clear.


    Little Boy Blue, come blow your horn.


    He pulled out his phone and dialled. An answer service informed him that the caller he wanted was unavailable, but that he could press one to leave a message.


    “I got the photograph,” he said. “No more fires, okay? I know what you want. I’ll deliver it when you give me the name I want.”


    He swung around and faced Germ.


    “Now we wait,” he said.


    It was nearly morning by the time a name showed up on Gaetan Bélanger’s blog. It meant nothing to Dan. He suspected it would mean nothing to anyone else.

  


  
    Twenty-Nine


    Who Killed Cock Robin?


    Dan was poking through the closet, pulling out clothes on hangers and holding them at arm’s length as though he were considering buying them. Only nothing was in his size.


    His search was quite tidy, all things considered. If he’d really been with the police and had a search warrant, as he’d claimed when he arrived at the door waving a Rogers cable TV bill without letting her look at it, then it would have been very different: books tossed from the shelves, clothes strewn across the floor, plants uprooted and the dirt spread around. Maybe even a few pillows sliced up for good measure, feathers floating in the air. If he failed to find what he wanted.


    “What are you looking for?” she demanded. Her face registered shock and outrage. If she could still feel then maybe she wasn’t that far gone yet.


    “There was a fire. You may have heard about it on the news.”


    She turned a blank stare at him. It was like it hadn’t touched her at all. Whatever she was on, it barely left her a mind to think and respond with. He thought for a moment she was going to ask him what “news” he was speaking of. He was tired of her spaced-out addict routine, tired of her “bad mother” excuses. Instead, she nodded.


    He turned his attention back to the room. For all intents, it was a typical teenager’s room. Posters on the walls, an old-fashioned wooden dresser, shelves with model airplanes, spare linen stacked on top. Bright shadows hiding dark things.


    He felt her watching him.


    “I heard about the fire. What has that got to do with what you’re doing here at this ungodly hour? You said on the phone you had something to show me, otherwise I would never have let you in.”


    Dan took a breath. He’d waited till eight before phoning, and even that had taken all his patience. It was going to be hard to continue with this conversation. “I do have something to show you,” he said. “Just give me a moment.”


    He found what he was looking for, yanked it from the hanger and laid it on the bed. “This was his?”


    Knowing that it was.


    “Yes. Everything in the room was his. I already told you that. I haven’t changed anything since he left.”


    He went over to the shelf. It held a few athletic trophies, a handful of photos in frames. There was a silence as he fingered one photograph in particular.


    He turned to her. “Do you mind if we have a drink first?”


    He saw the corners of her mouth turn up slightly. “Yes, of course. In the kitchen.”


    He waited till her back was turned then he pocketed the photograph. With the frame, it barely fit inside his jacket.


    


    They were sitting in the kitchen. Morning sunlight slanted through the blinds and lit up the room with a burnished glow. This was fall light, still rich and radiant, but no longer the full light of summer that seemed to burst open over everything it touched. A rich and possessive light, like the love of a mother for a child.


    “I’m sorry for your loss, if I didn’t say so earlier.”


    She was staring at him.


    “Yes,” she said in a dreamy tone. “They called yesterday. It was a shock. They told me they found his gun at the fire.”


    In fact, Dan thought, she looked anything but shocked. Placid, resigned. But not shocked. He wondered how long he’d have to play this cat-and-mouse game with her.


    “Did he ever marry?”


    She seemed to be struggling with the question, as if she had to make a special effort to retrieve the memory from some long lost corner of her mind.


    “No.” She shrugged. “Well, yes, briefly. But it didn’t last.”


    “No,” Dan said. “These things never do.”


    He watched her fingers curl around the edge of her glass. Arthritic and swollen. Manlike. She’d poured good whiskey. He was thankful for that, at least.


    “Any children?”


    She gave him a blank look.


    “Did he have any children?”


    She shook her head. “There was a little boy. He was stillborn.”


    Stillborn. Dan counted back. He couldn’t possibly be old enough, in any case. No matter. He was pretty sure he already knew what he needed to know. It was so obvious, he couldn’t see how he’d missed it.


    “I’m still curious about his interest in Jags Rohmer,” Dan said, leading her here and there, wondering how long till she told him the rest.


    “You may be right in thinking my son had an obsession with Jags. I know I certainly did.”


    Past tense on both counts. He had to give her credit for playing the game well.


    She was smiling, looking back in time. Being totally candid for once. The drugs, the alcohol, and maybe the importance of the situation conspired to make her let down her guard. Who knew how long it had been since she’d been completely candid about anything?


    He’d looked her up on the Internet. The IMDb site for actors and directors listed her credits. If the information was to be believed, she was fifty-nine. Not so old, but it placed her in her mid-thirties when she’d had her son. Her film career had spanned a mere five years, before she’d married. Her fame was brief, apart from one long-lived flame that everyone seemed to remember. It hadn’t been hard to figure out how old she was when she met Jags Rohmer.


    “You weren’t really from Jags’ world, were you? He was from a rough and seedy counterculture, while you were well brought up, I think. A real lady.”


    A smiled crept over her face, the memory playing itself out.


    “Yes, I was a lady. It’s how I was raised. My family was quite well off. When I met Jags and entered his world, I had no idea how to behave. You have no idea what it was like to go from my world to his.”


    “Is that why your son blamed Jags for your addiction?”


    “Did he?” She looked off now, trying to piece together the fragments of her past. “That may be true. Yes, I can see why he may have thought that.”


    Dan waited for her to go on. The smile had left her now. Her playful expression collapsed.


    “I know I didn’t blame him. I … I don’t think I did, anyway.” She turned to him, wanting his understanding. “You had to know the times. They were different then.”


    “That’s what Jags said.”


    Her face lit up. “Did he? Yes, of course. We did such extreme things. It seemed natural to us then.”


    Dan waited.


    She laughed again. “How could you blame someone like that?”


    “That’s just what I was wondering. How could anyone blame Jags Rohmer?” He shook his head, as though perplexed. “Do you know?”


    Fear edged her eyes. She was fighting remarkably hard. A Herculean effort. Impressive, Dan thought, even if it was just an actor’s trick. Who could say what was real and what not when your brain and your sense of morality were so fogged by drugs?


    “Did you ever leave Jags with your son unattended for any length of time?”


    She shook her head impatiently. “No. Never. He wasn’t even born when I knew Jags.”


    Dan stared at her. She understood what she’d told him. She stood shakily.


    “I think …”


    “So they never actually met?”


    She gripped the back of her chair and shook her head. The word came as a whisper: “No.”


    She brushed her hair from her face. He waited and watched. Her expressions came and went with such rapidity. How could you ever know a woman like that?


    “Does the name Gaetan Bélanger mean anything to you?”


    She appeared to be trying to recollect something, gathering the thoughts from some other time. Finally, she shook her head. “No. Nothing.”


    He mentioned the other name, the one posted on the website several hours earlier. Again, she shook her head. He believed her. It probably wasn’t even real.


    He slid his hand inside his jacket and pulled out the photograph he’d picked up in the other room, laying it on its back. Three figures filled the frame. The first was a boy in a blue blazer: Little Boy Blue, looking at most a few years younger than he appeared today. It was remarkable. The second was a man in a police uniform. An arm lay around the boy’s shoulder. His resemblance to Constable Pfeiffer was impossible to deny. The third figure was the man who had recently become the chief of police.


    Dan nodded toward the picture.


    “Recognize them?”


    “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” Fear clouded her handsome features. “Where did you get this?”


    Dan interrupted, pointing to the boy and the man with his arm around his shoulder. “Would I be correct in thinking them father and son?”


    She looked confused for a moment. Then her eyes closed. She turned her face away.


    “Yes.”


    Her voice was dusky. The leading lady steeling herself for the dénouement, the explosive finale.


    “And this man?” Dan asked, pointing to the other.


    “He was … a friend of the family.”


    “Did he know what was going on?”


    “Not at first.”


    Her hands were trembling. Dan waited. He didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe till it was over. You can make yourself believe almost anything, he knew.


    “Some things are hard to accept, aren’t they?” Dan asked. “I expect that there are some things you can’t say to anybody. Not even to yourself.”


    She reached out and took his hand across the table. She wasn’t acting now. “Then don’t. Don’t say it.”


    “It’s simpler to make up the truth, isn’t it? To create stories?”


    Dan waited. She sobbed.


    “It happened to him, too, didn’t it?”


    Would she be able to admit it? The eyes were withdrawn. Drugs may have been able to numb her senses, but they couldn’t kill the memories.


    Finally, she spoke. “Yes. It happened to him. It was

    my fault.” The tears were falling. She looked up, focusing directly on him. Accusing the accuser. “That’s what you wanted to hear, wasn’t it?”


    Dan nodded. “Will you come with me to the police station?” he asked.


    


    Everything was arranged. Coffee cups sat on the table between them. All that remained was to call Jags. It would help smooth things over in case anyone was listening in, which Dan thought likely. In all probability, there would be more than one interested party waiting to hear what he was about to say.


    He picked up on the first ring.


    “Hey, Jags. It’s Dan. Where are you?”


    There was a hesitation. It’s okay, buddy, Dan thought. I wouldn’t trust me either.


    Finally, Jags answered. “I’m at the penthouse,” he said. “What did you find out? Did she tell you anything?”


    Dan spoke clearly and slowly. “I’ll tell you everything when we meet. I want you to meet me on the island. We need to have a little talk. Just you and me. What time works best for you?”


    Jags took his time answering. He seemed to be thinking it over. This is where it all fucks up, Dan thought.


    Then Jags spoke. “Around four o’clock should be okay. Have you got the key to my place, in case you get there first?”


    “Yes, I have the key. I’ll let myself in.”


    “Good. I’ll see you there.” A pause. “This better be worth it.”


    “It will be.”


    Jags hung up. Dan waited. Maybe he was just being paranoid, but you never knew. He thought he heard a very faint click on the line right before it went dead.


    


    The island seemed to waver in the distance, that insubstantial bit of sand that had floated downstream and accumulated for hundreds of years. Did nothing stay put? Coils of mist eddied up from the dark water as he motored along the estuary between the islands, found an empty dock and leapt out. It was late enough in the season that he needn’t worry about some angry cottager showing up and making a fuss. Even if they did, who cared?


    Next to the dock, three children playing at being sailors in an old beached rowboat. Dan watched as they jumped in and out, pretending the sand was water and that they were drowning or swimming, whichever action seemed appropriate to their character. No one was content just being themselves these days.


    He climbed up the bank, feeling the sand shift beneath his feet till he reached the sidewalk. He followed Dacotah Avenue till he came to Jags Rohmer’s island retreat. It could be such a handy little place, he thought. Except for the inconvenience of getting over here and the isolation that made it a natural death trap.


    He stood on the porch and looked around. All was quiet except for the drone of a plane coming in for a landing at the island airport. His cell rang. He put the phone to his ear and listened for a moment before pocketing it again. He let himself in with his key, leaving the door unlocked.


    “Hello?” he called out. “It’s Dan, Jags. Are you here?”


    No response. Good.


    He sat and waited. A clock ticked so loudly it began to get on his nerves. He felt jittery. So many things could go wrong. Timing was crucial. He knew they had the ferries covered. There were scanners in place on all the docks. If he came armed, they would know.


    His nerves were getting the better of him. He went over to the bookshelves. He’d been too distracted to pay attention to them the last time he was here. Now he read with fascination: there were titles obscure and erudite. Here were first editions of Darwin and Freud, Dickens and Mann, political tracts that had spawned revolutions and scientific treatises that had cured previously incurable diseases. If Dan had walked into anyone else’s home and found such a collection, he’d have thought it a put-on, that they’d been purchased along with the house rather than collected. But not Jags Rohmer.


    Here was the source of Jags’ impressive lyric-writing

    skills, his erudition and the range of subjects he tackled.

    A title caught his eye. Dan reached up to grasp a leather spine on the top shelf. It was a seventeenth-century tract on sexual psychosis, with chapters on every supposed sexual deviance, fetish, and the various sexualities once classified as “insanities.”


    “The sexually insane may number in the thousands,” Dan read. “They are everywhere around us and are adept at hiding their unnatural urges from even the most highly trained professional. They may be hiding among your colleagues, or” — shock and awe — “even hidden within your own family …”


    He turned the page on a diagram of a tall, thin man in evening dress staring at a fit young man in working garb like a mongoose studying a cobra. The irresistible will of perversion.


    “They may be known by various names: inverts, sodomists, homosexualists, paedophiles …”


    The book was a fetishist’s wet dream, an orgy of foreplay. All that repression needed an outlet, Dan reasoned. He placed it back on the shelf and pulled out another volume.


    He’d been there half an hour when footsteps app-

    roached, crossed the porch, and entered the cottage by the front door.


    Dan’s phone rang again, giving him a jolt. He looked around the corner and held up a warning finger.


    “Sharp.”


    He listened for a moment, a frown forming on his face. He hung up without a word and turned back to the new arrival.


    “There’s no sign of him on any of the ferries. He may have come by water taxi. We’ll just have to wait.”


    He looked out at the mist-covered lawn, the darkness gathering under the trees.


    “Will he be safe…?”


    Dan shrugged.


    “They promised not to shoot him.”


    “Oh, god, I hope not. He’s all I’ve got left.”


    Dan gestured to a sofa. “Have a seat,” he said.


    The clock ticked menacingly. They tried not to look at one another. Dan kept his eyes peeled for an approach across the lawn. That was the way he’d come, he felt sure. He would assume there was no need to hide or slip in through the trees on either side of the cottage. Dan had promised to deliver what he wanted.


    A floorboard creaked somewhere upstairs.


    No. Was it possible?


    They waited, but not for long. The legs appeared first, followed by the blue blazer. Dan held his breath as the figure he knew as Little Boy Blue appeared before them. Holding a crossbow cocked and ready.


    For a moment, his sense of reality failed. Rule Number Nine: The villain is never who you think it is.


    Dan felt a hand grip his own.


    He’s not dead, he thought, as the figure descended one step at a time.


    But of course, he wasn’t dead. It was Gaetan Bélanger who was dead, no matter what the papers reported about the martyrdom of a heroic police officer, the gun found beneath the badly burned body.

    No matter what anyone believed, it was Bélanger who’d died that night, or maybe even the day before, while Little Boy Blue had escaped via the back door, giving him just enough time to return as Constable Pfeiffer and start the fire himself, waiting till the camera feed died before slipping away unseen.


    Somehow Pfeiffer had fooled them all again. He’d gotten here first. Maybe he’d been here since the night before, waiting for Jags to arrive.


    They watched as a hand reached up and brushed the girlish nose, almost knocking the school cap from his head. The transformation was remarkable. Clean-shaven, with his hair combed down over his forehead,

    you might have mistaken him for his fourteen-year-old self, the boy in the photograph. The same boy, a

    decade earlier, standing with his father on one of

    a handful of supervised visits. Anyone else might have accepted the make-believe that this was just a schoolboy come out for a bit of truancy, casing a rock star’s home while he was out. Only this was a man, not a boy.


    Pfeiffer looked from one to the other of them. Rage consumed his features. He glared at Dan. “You shouldn’t have done this.”


    “Pierre …” his mother said.


    “Shut up!”


    He swung the crossbow around. One arrow. Whose heart would it pierce? Whose red, red breast?


    They sat there, unmoving. No one seemed to know what to do. The cellphone startled all of them. Dan feared for a moment that Pfeiffer’s finger might slip accidentally. He looked to him for a sign.


    “Go ahead,” Pfeiffer said. “They’re expecting you to answer. Just be very careful what you say.”


    Dan raised the phone slowly to his ear. “Sharp.”


    He listened for a while, not taking his eyes off Pfeiffer. “No sign yet. I’ll keep my eyes open for him.”


    He closed the cellphone and set it back on the table.


    Pfeiffer grinned. “They still don’t know I’m here, do they?”


    Dan shook his head. “No. You fooled them completely.”


    “They set up metal detectors on the ferry docks.

    I heard them talking about it on the phones. But I didn’t bring a gun. They didn’t even notice me when I walked past them.”


    Marilyn was nearing some sort of breaking point. She couldn’t keep silent any more. “Pierre …”


    He swung the arrow in her direction. “What do you want?”


    “I … I’m so sorry, darling.”


    He sneered. “Really? Really, Mummy?”


    She nodded.


    “It’s a bit late, but why are you sorry?”


    “Oh, sweetheart. This has nothing to do with Jags Rohmer.”


    “Yes it does. You remember what he did. I’m going to kill him.”


    She shook her head. “It wasn’t him.”


    “You’re lying.”


    “It wasn’t Jags.”


    “But I remember. I remember waking up in bed with the two of you. I remember what he did to me. Time after time. Coming at me. How he always insisted on going to church together afterward. How we always had to take the host because” — here his voice changed, taunting — “because he said we were sinners.”


    Marilyn choked back the tears. “It wasn’t him.

    I know I told you it was him, but it wasn’t.”


    “It was him!”


    “Sweetheart, you never even met Jags.”


    The eyes were crazed, the expression contorted. “You’re lying again!”


    She shook her head. “No, I’m telling the truth.”


    “You crack whore. You wouldn’t know the truth if it raped you.”


    Dan felt her tremble.


    “She’s telling the truth,” Dan said.


    Pfeiffer whirled on him. “You shut up!”


    Marilyn pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Dan saw the tiny hearing aid curled over the left ear. Her vanity. He wondered how long she’d had it. Maybe for years. He recalled their conversation at the house, how she’d struggled to hear him, not wanting to ask him to repeat himself. It wasn’t what the killer wanted silenced, after all, but what hadn’t been heard: all the cries for help. It’s like you don’t listen to me. His son’s words, echoing Kendra’s the night before.


    The hair fell back in place. That was all. He didn’t think about it again.


    “It wasn’t Jags,” Marilyn said insistently.


    “Stop saying that,” Pfeiffer commanded.


    “I never wanted you to know,” she said. “I never wanted you to face the truth. It wasn’t Jags. I’m telling the truth now. You never even met him.”


    Dan put his hand over hers, squeezing hard, willing her not to say it.


    “It was your fa ...”


    The arrow struck as the word was still forming in her mouth. The force of it threw her slight figure back against the cushions.


    Dan heard the gasp, the whine as Death seized the opportunity. He saw it in her eyes, wild and backsliding, as her body recognized its predicament. She shuddered once and the breath left her. It was over in less than a minute, though to Dan it seemed to take hours while the clock ticked on and on.

  


  
    Thirty


    Baa Baa Black Sheep


    The days thinned and blew dry again till they felt reminiscent of a true Canadian autumn. Everyone welcomed the coolness, none more so than Dan. Colours swirled in the air as the leaves changed, the world dissolving

    in primary hues, becoming a Tom Thompson painting for the briefest of moments. A week later they were gone, leaving a barren landscape, the circus having fled town for yet another year, the clowns and acrobats and jugglers put away with the tigers and elephants.

    Duty done.


    Two significant birthdays were celebrated back-to-back. Ked turned fifteen and grew one step closer to manhood. The previous day, Lester turned sixteen, making him legally responsible for choosing his place of residence. Applications were pending to make Donny his legal guardian.


    “They wouldn’t even call me Lester,” he griped of his mother and stepfather during his recent incarceration. “I told them I’m not Richard anymore. Why couldn’t they understand that?”


    Dan laughed softly. “How does it feel to be home?”


    Lester shook his head. “Why did I ever leave?”


    “Story of the world,” Dan told him. “One day you’ll figure it out.”


    He’d enrolled in a local high school, to everyone’s relief. For all intents and purposes, it was as though he’d suddenly resurfaced from nowhere. Except that no one can be nowhere, Dan reminded himself.


    They were outside on the balcony. Trevor tippled a Scotch on his knee, while Donny tilted a cigarette at the sky. Dan looked back inside the condo, where Ked and Lester hovered over a laptop on the kitchen counter. Lester’s jeans were settled well down around his hips, exposing a good deal of his underwear-encased buttocks.


    “Do you approve of that kind of dress?” Dan asked.


    “Approve?” Donny repeated, exhaling a wreath of smoke. “No, but this is how all the other kids dress and I refuse to become a censorial parent, even step-parent. I draw the line at naked flesh in public, however.”


    They turned to each other and laughed.


    “How quickly we grow old,” Donny said.


    “Amen to that,” Dan agreed.


    They both looked off for a moment. Ked’s voice reached them from inside.


    “Don’t go away again, okay?” he told Lester. “You’re the closest thing to a brother I have.”


    “I’m not going anywhere for a very long time,” Lester told him. “No worries, bro.”


    Dan smiled. “Weren’t you concerned about being questioned for harbouring a minor?” he asked.


    Donny, permanently wreathed in calm again, blew a considered exhalation of smoke and shrugged.


    “Not really. His ID says he’s eighteen.”


    Dan laughed then grew serious again. “So what do you think about getting him to help with the case?”


    Donny frowned, the only outward sign of inner perturbation. “I don’t like it, but I’ll let you ask him. If he says no, then you have to back off. He’s out of all that now and doesn’t want to be reminded of it.”


    “Agreed,” Dan said.


    Donny shook his head. “A former police officer, huh?”


    Dan nodded. He thought of his recent conversation with Ed Burch. Pfeiffer’s father had been the chief’s best friend when they joined the force together, and later became his right-hand man. But the branch divided, one going up the light side while the other chose the dark.


    “I gather deals were made that allowed him to disappear with dignity rather than spend his life in jail,” Ed told Dan.


    “Unfortunately, it didn’t stop him from doing his dirty deeds.”


    “Bad cops are nothing new,” Ed said. “There are two kinds of people attracted to the uniform. The first come in as idealists. Some of them actually want to change the world.” He shrugged. “Ideals seldom last, however. Sometimes they get tempered by a more realistic outlook with time and experience. Others become soured. It’s too bad, but it happens. You see them all the time, burning with rage underneath the surface. Rogue officers. Unpleasant. Unpredictable.”


    “I’ve met plenty of those.”


    “Then there are the other kind who come to the force looking for trouble. They want power and demand respect without necessarily earning it. We try to weed them out in training. Still, what it comes down to is the nature of the beast. Is it black-hearted or just weak-willed? The first type will always be trouble. The second can surprise you. You can appeal to their better natures. Let them know they can help others if they try.”


    Dan nodded.


    “But in my experience, a rogue officer will always be a rogue officer.”


    “Which were you?”


    “I was an idealist who hit the wall early and decided that I had joined for the wrong reasons. So I quit. Simple as that.”


    “Meaning you operate on principles.”


    Ed smiled. “Thank you for that.”


    It had been a telling conversation.


    Dan stood side by side with Donny now, staring out across the city. His new home lay somewhere just this side of the river. He’d stopped by again the other night, placing his hand against the brick, trying to envisage a future there. The images wouldn’t come. Maybe Domingo was wrong after all. The future was impossible to conjure, nothing there to scry. Time was immutable. It formed one second at a time, the present sloughing off the skin of the past. How could you read into something that didn’t exist yet?


    Still, he had to give her credit: she’d been right about Jags and the light that went off and on. Self-extinction. Auto-asphyxiation. That was something, at least. And then there was Little Boy Blue, who disappeared into thin air. It’s like he doesn’t really exist, she said. Perhaps he hadn’t really existed for years, not since his childhood was stolen from him.


    Dan had read the stats. He knew what happened to abused kids. Suicide was common; others became drug addicts or alcoholics. Others lost all interest in life, a form of non-existence that must have seemed preferable to what they had.


    He looked over at Donny.


    “They say there are three things necessary for sexual abuse to occur: opportunity, power, and secrecy. He had all three. First of all, he was the boy’s father. On top of that, he had friends in high places. If it wasn’t for Ed Burch, this would have gotten nowhere. It was the chief of police who finally agreed to name him. Unofficially, of course. It was the main reason young Pfeiffer got away with so much — the chief felt he owed him because of his father. He still can’t be charged with offences that occurred before the date he was granted clemency. That can’t happen.”


    Donny nodded sagely. “I understand.” He pondered this for a second. “Just how big is this investigation going to get? Politicians, celebrities … who’s next, royalty?”


    “Hush your mouth,” Dan told him.


    When the question was put to him, and he was assured that the man who abused him would be put away for a long time, Lester agreed to identify him. The clothes he’d been wearing the night he was raped were bundled in a locker in a friend’s basement. If they were still there, as he believed, forensics would be able to find physical evidence linking the man to the crime.


    “Does this make me a snitch?” Lester asked Dan as they walked up the steps of the police headquarters together.


    “Guess you could say that.”


    “Good. It’s my turn to make him feel bad.”


    “Keep your mind on justice rather than revenge,” Dan told him. “This is about making things right for you and making sure it doesn’t happen to others.”


    Lester considered this. “Uncle Dan, how come you’re so smart?”


    Dan was glad it wasn’t going to be a live identification parade, even through one-way glass. He waited, a prayer hovering on his lips as Lester looked over the photographs laid out on the desk before him. Despite Donny’s trepidation about letting the boy face his past, they both knew it needed to be done. In the year Lester had spent with Donny, he’d grown from a grasping, devious adolescent into a young man with a sense of self-worth. Dan was fairly sure this wasn’t going to hurt him. Rather, he suspected it would help Lester walk away from whatever hold the past had over him. Hadn’t he been smart enough to realize that any chance of having a normal life with his mother was impossible as long as she stayed with the monster she had married? He might take a while getting there, Dan felt, but he knew which way the wind was blowing. No, Lester was going to help put away the man who had raped him, once and for all. And the world would be better for it.


    They watched him flick over a page then glance back at it. With a look of gratification, he put his finger to the bottom of the page. It looked like an older version of Constable Pfeiffer, the father who had left his family when his son was still a baby.


    “That’s him.”


    “Are you sure?” asked the female detective.


    “I am sure,” Lester said, without a hint of emotion. He looked up at her and nodded.


    


    Germ alerted Dan to the updated blog on Gaetan Bélanger’s website. While Pfeiffer had added occasional contributions to the site under Bélanger’s name, including his own death notice, the real Gaetan had prepped his final entry to be automatically released.


    In it, he outlined his plan to kill Little Boy Blue and then himself. The taunting tone was gone. There was a sense of finality to the words.


    
      When you read this, I will be dead. It’s time to end this torture. I am going to kill the person I thought was a friend, and then I am going to kill myself. I tried hard to avoid him, but he found me. I don’t know how he did.


      What Father Thierry did to me was wrong, but what was done to him was worse. I don’t believe in love. I don’t believe in forgiveness. But I did not kill him. It was Pierre. I am going to kill Pierre then I am going to kill myself.

    


    He wrote briefly about his tortured life, about being sent from one home to another before finally feeling he’d found a place to belong when he became an altar boy at the church where Father Thierry worked. Sadly, the feeling didn’t last. It was a typical Lost Boy story, one Dan related to. After the sexual abuse, the boy grew up hating his life and everyone who tried to befriend him.


    “I know I don’t really have any friends,” Gaetan wrote. “And I don’t think I feel anything any more, but I still like Pierre, despite what he did.”


    Sadly, the one person he’d trusted turned out to be his worst enemy. He probably hadn’t once been allowed to choose his own fate in his short life, Dan reflected.


    Domingo was beside him while he read the entry. They were discussing their own pasts, how they’d both suffered through their familial relationships.


    “Yet we grew up to be decent human beings,” Domingo said. She looked Dan in the eye. “We were lucky, of course. We still have the capacity to love and trust.”


    Dan nodded.


    “Even though we like to joke about our early sexual proclivities, I sometimes wonder if those urges were because of the people we missed out on building relationships with.”


    “How so?”


    “My father left home when I was young. My mother didn’t want me, so I found someone who did. I just wonder if your urge to have sex with older men as a teenager was some way of making up for your father’s drinking, for his abandoning you emotionally.”


    Dan shrugged. “You may be right. To tell you the truth, I don’t worry about it now. I like who I am.”


    She looked at him. “Good. That’s important. You and I are survivors. We know who we are and what matters to us. What matters is today, not yesterday.”


    “It’s the Gaetan Bélangers of the world we have to worry about,” Dan agreed. “I just wish …”


    She waited. “What, honey?”


    Dan drew a breath. “I just wish he would have talked to me that day. Maybe I could have said something to change his mind. Are there people who are past help? Too far gone for hope?”


    Domingo shrugged. “No one can be nowhere.”

  


  
    Epilogue:


    Unhappy Endings


    Jags dropped by. He wore a linen suit and casual slacks. White cotton. Deliberately disobeying the fall fashion injunctive: no whites after Labour Day. Perhaps he thought the seasons stood still for him too.


    Dan listened as he explained how he wanted to take him on permanently. Thanks to the interest stirred by his book, Jags had a new recording contract in the works. That meant studio time and eventually a tour. It could be worldwide if the response was big enough.


    “But what would I do for you?” Dan asked. “You don’t need me to keep you safe any more.”


    “Maybe I just like having you around. I still need someone to tell me what’s what.”


    Dan leaned back in his chair, thought briefly of touring with a rock band, backstage passes, visas, vetting the press. “It’s not for me,” he said.


    Jags reacted predictably, offering him more money.


    “Nah,” Dan said. “Besides, I don’t like feeling that I can be bought. I’m still a puritan about some things. A little struggle is good for the soul. Money can’t buy happiness.”


    “No, but it can get you a really nice Porsche Carrera.”


    Dan waited.


    “I’ll tell you a secret,” Jags said. “I’m sick of my life, Dan. I just don’t know what else to be.”


    “Why not go away for a while? Somewhere they don’t know who you are.”


    “Hey! There’s no such place. I’ll break your bones if you say there is.”


    Dan laughed.


    “You know what they say: tough guys don’t dance. I ain’t moving anywhere. Besides, I have to finish the recording. I’ve got at least one more great one inside me. I can feel it.”


    “I hope that gives you reason to stay sober,” Dan said. “If you do, you could be back on top in no time.”


    Jags snorted. “Yeah, for a year or two. You know what these entertainment industry assholes are like. When you’re up they offer you the moon, but when you’re down they can’t remember your name or whether you ever existed.”


    “I don’t see you being that low on the totem pole.”


    “Don’t fool yourself. It’s money we’re talking about, not fame or artistic reputation. If I can’t make someone a buck, I’m as good as dead.”


    They hadn’t really discussed the events of the previous few weeks. Dan thought they weren’t going to when Jags suddenly mentioned Pfeiffer.


    “It was that thing about making him take the host that really got me, you know? I can’t say I’ve never been inside a church, but I can guarantee you I’ve never taken the host with anybody. I’m a devout Jew, for god’s sakes.”


    Dan thought for a moment. “That’s not what your book said.”


    Jags laughed. “Of course not. You think my rock-and-roll readers want to hear I’m a man of spirit?”


    “So that story about growing up in smalltown Ontario wasn’t true?”


    “I was born on a kibbutz in Israel. Both my parents lived and died there. I have no family in Canada. The only part of my past I still have is a picture of them at their wedding.”


    Dan pondered this. “Maybe you should tell the truth next time. That’s far more colourful than saying you were raised in a middle-class home in Belleville.”


    “Colour I don’t need at this point in my life.”


    


    The house was finished. Dan stood by the window in the newly completed sunroom. The place was amazingly still and quiet. It almost seemed like a dream home. But then that was what it was intended to be.


    Two coffee mugs sat on the table. Dan’s was empty, Trevor’s half-full. They’d been up all night. Dan felt the fatigue.


    He glanced at Trevor over the horizon of the tabletop, as though it represented the border of a possible but unimagined world, something beyond the ordinary, everyday world that confined and defined. He felt as if he were standing at the edge of the sea, trying to imagine what lay over the horizon, away from this place where everything ended.


    He’d sent Ked off to his mother’s again. Weekends were convenient for serious discussions like this. Ked would be heartbroken, he knew. There was nothing he could do about that. It was his own heart he should have been guarding.


    Dan shook his head. “I’m not trying to make you feel guilty, if that’s what you think.”


    Trevor’s brow furrowed. “I’d never think you would resort to emotional blackmail.” He paused. “I just wish you’d give it a chance. Live here for a while and see how it feels.”


    “This was supposed to be our home. I can’t live here without you.”


    “You could try it for a while.”


    Dan looked down the length of the house then back at Trevor. He shrugged. “My heart won’t be in it. Besides, I can’t afford the mortgage. I just realized I’m not cut out to be anybody’s bodyguard. I’ve got to go back to my routine of finding deadbeat dads and other scum.”


    “You’ll make money. You’re good at what you do.”


    Dan looked off again. “I know.”


    Trevor searched for the words that would inevitably cut the cord between them. “I don’t want to be the one to drag everyone down. You and Ked have a great life here in the city. It suits you both far more than you know.”


    “We could live apart. I’d fly out to see you on the weekends.”


    Trevor smiled sadly. “I can’t have you part-time, Dan. I couldn’t do that. And it wouldn’t solve anything. I don’t belong here. You have to let me go.”


    Dan saw it now, how Trevor was like a caged bird beating its wings against the bars, trying to remain tranquil, but all the while terrified and wanting to be free.


    “I need to go back to my forest, my trees. Joe’s ashes.”


    “When?”


    “Soon. But if you want me to leave right away …”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


    Trevor inclined his head. “It’s got to be soon. No use dragging it out. This will be hard on both of us. Not to mention Ked. Your son and I have grown very fond of one another.”


    “Ked’s pretty adaptable. And I’ll get along. The one I worry about is Ralph. He doesn’t understand these things.”


    He thought back to his meeting with Domingo at the restaurant, how she’d squeezed his hands and looked into his eyes. You don’t need me to tell you, she’d said. You already know how it will go. Was it pathetic or amazing to think that he had known all along and still denied it? He’d been too dependent on the dream, the illusion that he and Trevor had a chance at making it work. Because he saw now they never had. Not really. Not because the love wasn’t real or the need couldn’t bind them together, but because other currents held sway. Some seed planted in both of them had been destined to sprout at this moment and drive them apart. Not the love that conquers, but the fear that divides. Dan felt all the security and serenity he’d been nurturing over the past year ebbing away. It would never return.


    “In any case, the market is pretty good right now. My agent said she won’t have trouble selling a ‘beautiful, newly renovated home in fabulous, trendy Corktown.’ I’ll make sure you get some of the proceeds, of course.”


    Trevor shook his head. “I won’t take a cent from you.”


    “But I want you to have it.”


    “I can’t take it.”


    “You could always give it away to the animal rescue shelter.”


    Trevor smiled. “You can do that, if you like. I won’t take your money.”


    Dan watched him, wondering what he’d miss most: the gentle smile, the eyes that crinkled softly around the edges, or the deep, confident voice that hid so many fears and insecurities.


    “So that’s it then? Is there nothing I can say to make you change your mind?”


    “I wish there was. I’m just too fragile to fit into your life. You won’t be content till you’ve solved everyone’s problems and put everything in its place. I would just worry us all to death and end up making you hate me. I’ll still worry about you, for that matter. I’m sorry.”


    Dan shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. It had to happen, sooner or later. Better to happen before any more damage is done.”


    “Yes.”


    Rule Number Ten: The hero can never go home again.


    Silence took hold for a moment.


    This is it, Dan thought. The ending. Finality. Everything stops here, like the last notes of a composer of genius squeezing out a few more drops of greatness on his deathbed, but one who has revealed himself mortal after all. He walked over to the table, cautious, not trusting things around him to remain intact, including the table and chairs. He sat and reality asserted itself, the laws of physics resuming their normal functioning, barely noticed by anyone. He looked over at Trevor, who somehow had never looked more beautiful, so glowingly right, despite the early hour and their mutual fatigue.


    Dan recalled the first time they slept together, in Trevor’s villa on his island sanctuary. He remembered the shape of those early tentative feelings: hesitant and wistful. It had felt as though something was beginning to fill in what had till then only been an outline. Miraculously, of course, because he hadn’t known it was only an outline, like a cartoon figure breathed into life, or a kiss that awakens the sleeping lover, rising to meet the future with optimism; not knowing it had already eluded them, that it already lay in ruins behind them like the shape of what could never be.


    A shadow fell across the table, dividing it into dark and light, as though everything was once again retreating to a mere outline. The elusive mystery of life, Dan thought. We walk away from the edge, no longer daring to look at what might have been. He sensed that he would carry this moment with him wherever he went, into every love affair, never finding what he was looking for: a life that does not grow old, a love that does not grow cold.


    No one is dying here, he told himself. Life will continue.


    Perhaps that was the problem. He would stay here, in Toronto, and Trevor would return to his island. They would live apart, each knowing the other existed elsewhere, at the same time, but out of reach. Only just. He saw himself walking down a tree-lined street one day years from now, his feet scuffing the leaves and imagining for a moment that he was not alone, that Trevor was there beside him. Maybe he would recall a bit of conversation, speak a few words until he remembered and stopped himself before carrying on with a shrug.


    “More coffee?” Dan asked.


    Trevor looked over at him. “Sure. I’m going to need it.”


    Dan picked up his cup and started to pour. Something stopped him. He looked out the window at his new backyard. Daylight was beginning to show at the edge of the sky. Here was one more day to get through, he thought. It sounded like a simple enough task, but then there would be all the others to follow after that.


    It was time to start thinking about what he was going to do with them.
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      “I only ask to be free. The butterflies are free.”


      — Charles Dickens

    

  


  
    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter One


    Leah Sampson couldn’t wait for the day to end. Twelve straight hours on the phone talking students through school jitters, boyfriend troubles, and suicidal thoughts was enough to make anyone go mad. Whoever said this generation had their shit together was dreaming in Technicolor. The problems she’d worked this lot through today had left her drained. A glass of Pinot, bowl of chocolate ice cream, and soak in a hot tub were long past due.


    She turned her head as Wolf skirted past her desk to flop onto the couch positioned under a line of grimy windows. Darkness pressed against the glass and she glanced at her watch. Ten to nine. Ten more minutes and she’d be on her way home.


    She tuned back into the girl’s voice droning into her ear and waited for her to take a breath. “If he threatens to hit you again, call me back,” Leah said. “We’ll talk further about your options. It’ll be time to decide whether you want to make a change. Yes, call anytime. We’re always here to help you through.”


    She wearily hung up and looked across at Wolf, his long legs stretched out on the floor in front of him. His eyes were closed.


    “What have you got on for tonight?” he asked.


    A question inside of a question. He was really asking if she’d ended the affair. Had she stopped slinking around behind his back?


    She couldn’t risk him finding out what she’d done. Not yet.


    “I’m going home, alone, and putting my feet up,” she said, using both hands to refasten the clip that held her long hair away from her face. “And I’ll be in the library writing a paper tomorrow, so no chance of getting into trouble.”


    Wolf’s eyes flashed open; expressive green orbs flecked with gold. They were half of the reason why he’d been nicknamed a member of the animal kingdom. The other half lay in his mane of brown hair and full beard. She could have added his animal fierceness in bed, but that was an observation she’d attempted to seal away in her memory bank. Some days with more success than others.


    He nodded, a smile tugging at his lips. “I’ll walk you out if you’re ready.”


    She glanced at her watch again. Four minutes after nine. “Where the hell is Gail? She’s taking over the line from me and late as usual.”


    “Getting a coffee. She’ll be back in a few.”


    “I can’t leave until she gets here.”


    “I’ll wait.”


    With blessed kindness, the phone remained silent until Gail traipsed in at a quarter past. Leah grimaced in her direction, but Gail ignored the rebuke just as she ignored most subtleties in life. Spiky red hair, round face, and rounder body littered with cartoon character tattoos and piercings, her style was as unapologetic as her character. Yet, Leah had to admit that Gail had a way with the callers; an empathy one couldn’t fake.


    Gail balanced a coffee cup in one hand and a biology text and iPad under her arm. “How’re our loonies doing today?” she asked. “I hope they had the grace to call you and didn’t save up their anxieties for my shift.”


    “Nice,” said Wolf, rubbing a hand through his beard. “If callers knew the sensitive face of Queen’s University at the other end of the help line, they might think twice about sharing their secrets with you.”


    “I’m just talking about the repeat loonies who wallow in messes of their own making.” Gail dropped into the swivel chair newly vacated by Leah and scattered her possessions across the desk. “Thank God for the rule never to meet any of them. Can you imagine?”


    “The regulars have all phoned in this afternoon, I think,” Leah said. “Some more than once.” She grabbed her cellphone from the desk. “We’re off then.” She turned her head so that Wolf didn’t see her face. He’d know she was hiding something. He had a sixth sense when it came to her and lying.


    They exited their office in the limestone house sandwiched next to the student centre on University Avenue. A cool breeze had come up from the direction of Lake Ontario and the air smelled of rain, dank, fecund vegetation, and earth worms. The fall semester had only begun four weeks ago, but the student problems never took a break. Summer, fall, winter, spring — each season had its own emotional issues. Leah noticed the asphalt was wet in the circle of light under a streetlamp. She shivered in her light T-shirt and denim skirt. Late September had brought in a welcome Indian summer. It had been a hot day when she left for work that morning. She hadn’t thought to bring a jacket.


    Wolf walked on the road side. He told her one night in bed that they’d been taught how to treat a girl in gym class: walk closest to the oncoming traffic, hold the door open, wear a condom. He’d taken it all to heart.


    She’d been hurt at first when he ended their relationship. Hurt that he’d doubted her, then anger that finally resolved itself into acceptance. She’d been shocked when he told her the month before that he knew she was having an affair. It was exactly the wrong time for him to accuse her. He’d pressed for a name and she’d refused. Predictably, he’d made the leap that she was protecting a married man. She hadn’t denied it, not even when Wolf told her they had to take a break from each other. It still made her chest constrict and her eyes burn to think he didn’t want her anymore, that he could doubt her so easily. They reached a truce after a few weeks of not speaking. Now she was grateful for his brotherly presence in her life. It meant he might still come around and become something more. She just needed a bit more time.


    “I’ve handed in my notice to Mark,” he said.


    She stopped walking. “I hope it wasn’t because of my …”


    “No,” he interrupted quickly. “Our breakup had nothing to do with my decision. I just think it’s time I got into the field. I’ve accepted a job with the Kingston Public School Board that starts next semester. I’m heading out west for a few weeks first.”


    She caught up to him. “Then you’ll come back to Kingston.” For a moment, she’d feared losing him altogether.


    “For now.” He turned his head sideways and grinned at her. “I’ll have an office, but will travel to different schools to work with the kids.”


    “You’ll be terrific. I’m jealous.”


    “When you finish next year, I can put a word in for you too.”


    “I’m not sure this kind of work is for me. I’ve had doubts lately.”


    “It’s the first you’ve said.”


    “It’s just all the pain, you know? People and their problems that never get resolved. I think they’ve finally worn me out.”


    Wolf reached an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a hug. She let herself relax against him for a moment before pushing him away.


    “I’m just thinking about it, okay? No decision yet.”


    “Don’t do anything rash. You’re good at helping people, even if the results aren’t always obvious. You have empathy.”


    “I just can’t distance myself.” Some of their troubles hit too close to home. She wanted to tell him about what she’d done, but couldn’t bring herself to yet. She’d crossed lines, but wouldn’t drag in anybody else. Still, her actions proved she wasn’t professional enough for this field of work.


    Wolf looked down Sydenham Street toward the house where she had an apartment. It was dark along the road, a street lamp burned out near her driveway. “I could walk you to your door if you’d like.”


    “I thought you were meeting someone at the pub.”


    “Yeah, but they can wait.”


    “I’m fine, Wolf. You go.”


    “You sure?”


    “I’ll see you in a couple of days.”


    “Get some rest, then.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. She held onto his arm for a moment before he turned away. She would have liked to wrap her whole body around him and make things right. From the look in his eyes, she believed he wanted the same.


    Leah walked briskly down Sydenham toward Johnson, chilled in her light clothing. At the walkway to the front door of the two-storey red brick house where she’d lived for the past two years, she stopped and looked back toward the corner. Wolf still stood in the shadows where the streets intersected, watching until she made it safely inside. Another gym class lesson well learned.


    She smiled and waved at the same time he looked down to check his phone. She slowly lowered her hand. A feeling of sadness welled up unexpectedly. One day Wolf would find somebody else and this fragile friendship would slip away. Some things could never go back to what they were. It always went like that with the people who meant the most to her. Sometimes you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone.


    She started up the short walkway toward the house and surveyed the apartment windows. Lights on the main floor were off, but Becky appeared to be home on the second. Leah’s spirits rose a bit. It looked like there’d be some company around for the weekend.


    The house was built in the 1930s when front porches and bay windows were in vogue. Leah liked the old style elegance of the structure, even if time had worn the brick and peeled the paint on the wood detailing above the windows. Her one-bedroom apartment in the basement was cozy but definitely student digs. She’d filled it with IKEA furniture and her parents’ cast offs. As soon as she finished her thesis, she planned to move into a nicer place and have a yard sale. The Queen’s Help Line had promised her more hours whenever she had more time to give them. It would do until she made up her mind about the future.


    The front door creaked open and she entered the hallway. An envelope lay at the base of the stairs, stark white against the grey carpet. She walked over and stooped to pick it up, flipping the envelope over to read the name as she straightened. Becky must have dropped it on her way upstairs.


    Leah walked up the creaky stairs to the second floor landing and knocked on Becky’s door. She could hear music and Becky talking on the phone when she leaned her ear against the wood. She listened for a while to see if Becky would hang up. After a minute or so, Leah knocked a second time before bending to slip the letter under the door. She would have liked to share a glass of wine and a chat, so she lingered a while longer before giving up and heading downstairs. For some reason she didn’t feel like being alone this evening.


    She flicked on the light switch at the head of the basement stairs and cursed as the light remained off. It was the second time the bulb had burned out within three weeks. She’d phone the landlord as soon as she got inside and get him to check the wiring. She should have insisted last time.


    She stepped carefully down the steep stairwell, the light from the landing just enough to make out the outline of the steps. A mustiness seeped up from the basement concrete floor that no amount of air freshener could disguise. She’d bought a dehumidifier that helped slightly and lit a lot of incense, but it was time to start looking at apartment ads in the Whig Standard. Hopefully she’d find a better place not already rented for fall term.


    At the bottom of the stairs, she felt in her pocket for her keys, then slid her hand down the door to the lock. She stopped with her hand on the knob and turned her head toward the laundry room. Was that a noise she’d heard or was fatigue making her jumpy? She listened for a moment more, her heart pounding like a jackhammer. Silence filled the space and she exhaled slowly. A braver person would have gone to look, but that would not be her. She had no desire to face a rat or other vermin in the dark.


    It took three fumbling tries before she unlocked the door and opened it into her apartment. She stepped inside and felt along the wall to the light switch. She smiled when the room burst into brightness. At least the wiring problem hadn’t entered her inner sanctum as she’d feared it might.


    She reached back with her foot to shove the door closed. Instead of clicking shut, it swung back toward her. Her first thought was that dampness had warped the wood and the lock didn’t catch as it should. “Dammit,” she said aloud.


    She turned and took a step toward the door before her legs stopped working. Her eyes widened as her brain scrambled to make sense of what she was seeing. A person dressed entirely in black filled the opening like a character out of a slasher movie. Her first thought was how absurd they looked, but horror quickly followed. The hand she’d extended toward the door handle found her mouth. She let out a shriek.


    The figure stepped inside her apartment and pushed the door shut. Their eyes stayed on hers. “Did you think this was a game?”


    She shook her head but comprehension dawned. Her mind was scrambling, searching frantically for toeholds. The chance of Becky hearing her scream two floors above was remote. There was no chance of pushing past the person in the narrow hallway and even less chance to make it out the closed door without being grabbed.


    “I have no idea what you want,” she heard herself beg. “Please just leave.” She stumbled backward, her leg banging against the wall.


    The person took a step closer, leather-gloved hands reaching toward her. Leah turned to run into the living room, knowing she was trapped with no way out.


    Knowing she was in very big trouble.

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    As soon as he got into work Saturday morning, Jacques Rouleau dialled the long-distance number that Whelan, his former colleague on the Ottawa force, had forwarded to him the month before. It was the sixth time he’d tried in as many weeks. He’d resorted to calling at odd hours since nobody had returned his messages, even though he left his cellphone, home, and work numbers. He shifted the phone to his other hand. On the fourth ring, somebody picked up.


    “Is this Shannon MacDonald? Yes? My name is Staff Sergeant Jacques Rouleau. I’ve left a few messages trying to track down Kala Stonechild.”


    “Kala’s not here. Sorry I never called you back, but I had nothing to tell you.”


    “She hasn’t been in touch?”


    “No.” He heard a deep intake of her breath. “Kala came back to Red Rock and got her dog after she left Ottawa and disappeared into the bush. I haven’t heard from her since. It’s been four months, give or take.”


    “I’m trying to hold the job in the Criminal Investigations Division in Kingston open for her, but I was handed a stack of resumes last week. I have to come up with a name by the end of the month.”


    “I don’t know what to tell you. Probably go ahead and fill it with someone else.”


    “That might be my only option.”


    He sensed she wasn’t telling him everything. He waited. The silence lengthened to the edge of social politeness. When she finally resumed talking, her voice was less certain, worried. “Kala wasn’t in a very good frame of mind last time I saw her. I’ve sent her several messages on her phone, but she hasn’t responded to any of them. She’s never been out of touch this long before.”


    “She left Ottawa without much notice. Did something happen to upset her on the job?”


    “It was a family matter. She didn’t talk about it much.”


    Rouleau remembered Kala’s dark, haunted eyes, her closed-off expression the last time he’d seen her. For some reason he couldn’t name, he knew she needed his help. After only a few months of working together in Ottawa, he felt this irrational responsibility for her. “I’ll put off filling the position as long as I can. Let’s hope she gets in touch this week.”


    “There’s no saying she’ll even want to work in Kingston with you.”


    “I know, but something tells me she might.”


    “You don’t really know much about her, do you, Detective?”


    She was right, he didn’t. It was his turn to hesitate. “I know she’s a good cop and maybe could use a break,” he said at last.


    “Kala’s not one who likes to owe anybody or have any favours done. She never gets attached. I wouldn’t hold my breath about her taking that job. I’ll let her know though, next time I hear from her.”


    “I’d appreciate it.” He heard the clunk of the receiver and then the dial tone humming in his ear.


    He walked away from his desk and stood in front of his office window on the second floor of the Kingston police detachment, thinking about the enigma that was Kala Stonechild. He couldn’t shake the worried feeling he got every time he thought of her. She’d seemed desperate, more alone than anyone he’d ever known. He’d scoured her personnel file for clues and knew she’d been in foster care as a kid, from the age of three. She’d all but disappeared after leaving high school until she turned twenty-two. He wondered what she’d done in those five years before she started college.


    The view from his office window was Division Street and a farmer’s field beyond. He studied the limestone farmhouse with the purple door and the John Deere tractor parked in front of the well-maintained barn. The farm, now subdivided into treed lots with houses set back from the road, had seen more prosperous days. The owners at some point had sold off most of the property, likely staving off foreclosure. Still, he had to admire the current landlord for stubbornly clinging on to a dying way of life.


    There was a knock at the door and Rouleau turned. Paul Gundersund’s lanky six-foot-two-inch frame filled the doorway. He crossed to Rouleau’s desk and set two mugs on the only clear surface between two stacks of folders. As he stepped back, he pushed blond hair out of his eyes. A muscle jumped where a scar marked his left cheek.


    “We’ve got a call. Your line was busy so they put it through to me. A woman named Della Munroe says her husband raped her last night.”


    “Where is she now?”


    “Hospital with a counsellor. The beat cop took her statement and we’re to follow up.”


    “Is she pressing charges?”


    “Not sure. They’ve sent someone to pick up the husband, Brian.”


    “Spousal rape is a bugger to prosecute.”


    “Yeah. He hurt her though, so we might get lucky.”


    Rouleau picked up his coffee and started toward the door. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his set of car keys, tossing them to Gundersund.


    “You can drive.”


    Rouleau and Gundersund sat across from Della Munroe in one of the small waiting rooms. They’d been given the go-ahead from the doctor to question Della about the rape. She’d decided to press charges.


    Della’s eyes were luminous blue, red-rimmed from crying, still glistening with tears. She was taller than Rouleau had first thought, nearly matching his five-foot-ten when she stood to shake hands with him, but slender, with long, black hair and a heart-shaped face. She wore a green hospital gown and incongruously pink flip-flops with diamond sequins. Rouleau took a seat across from her. Gundersund remained standing near the door.


    “Where’s your husband now, Mrs. Munroe?” he asked.


    “Brian’s at his bakery. It’s the Sunshine Bakery on Brock Street, a few blocks from the university campus. I want to apply for a restraining order this morning.”


    “We can get that started.”


    Della pressed a tissue to her right eye and inhaled a shuddering breath. “I knew it wasn’t good between Brian and me for a long time, but this…. I never thought he’d do something like this. We should never have gotten married.”


    “Your husband was abusive before?”


    Her head barely inclined in response, her eyes avoiding his. “He was … obsessive about me. He insisted we move here and now I think it was so that I was away from my family and friends … that he wanted me isolated. I was just so stupid. But I made one friend, at least for a while. Celia Paules. She lives next door.” Della raised her eyes. “He made me stop visiting her last month. I’ve been such an idiot to let him do this to me.”


    Rouleau nodded in Gundersund’s direction for him to jot down the information.


    Della bit her lip. “I just want my marriage to be over with and I want to go back to Toronto. I should never have left. Never.” She’d begun rocking gently back and forth on the couch, her hands folded across her chest and wrapped around her elbows.


    “You have a four-year-old son,” Rouleau looked at his notes. “Tommy.”


    Della’s eyes snapped onto his. “Tommy is coming with me. I won’t let Brian near him after this.” Her voice had risen to just shy of hysterical. “They’ve kept him in the playroom down the hall.” She started to get up from her chair. “I should go see him.”


    Rouleau raised a hand. “He’s fine, Mrs. Munroe. We’ve got someone watching. You’ll both be protected.”


    Her body eased back into the chair. Her shoulders hunched in like an old woman’s and she resumed rocking back and forth.


    Rouleau gave her a moment, then asked, “Has he ever hurt Tommy that you know of?”


    “Brian … he’s been working long hours. Sometimes his patience wears thin. Tommy’s active and, well, I suppose Brian has lifted a hand from time to time. I tried to prevent it by putting Tommy to bed before Brian came home or taking him to the park. Brian shouldn’t be around kids when he’s tired … or drinking.”


    “Last night you said that he’d been drinking, that you’d both been drinking.”


    “Yes. I made a nice dinner — lamb and potatoes, his favourites — and we shared a bottle of red wine. I had a glass and he had the rest. I thought he needed to unwind and I was prepared to have, you know, sex, until he got angry with me. He said I was dressing too provocatively when I went to class. We started arguing and he grabbed me. I told him that I wanted him to leave me the hell alone.”


    “Take your time.”


    “He … he pushed me into the bedroom and ripped off my shirt. I struggled but he held me down. I kept telling him to stop.” Her voice broke. “He was rougher than he’s ever been. He pulled off my pants and raped me.” Tears started rolling down her cheeks. She whispered, “He hurt me. I have bruises all down the inside of my thighs. It hurts to go to the bathroom.”


    Rouleau paused for a moment to give her time. “In your original statement you said that you took a shower when he left, is this correct?”


    “Yes. I felt so dirty. He made me feel like a slut. I curled up on the bed and must have fallen asleep. This morning, I just … I couldn’t let him get away with it. I was scared to leave Tommy alone so I drove us both here. I need this to stop.”


    Rouleau looked at Gundersund. “I think we have enough for now. The doctor was able to get a specimen of Brian’s semen. Can you follow up on that lab report?”


    “Certainly.” Gundersund packed up his notepad and went in search of the doctor.


    Rouleau leaned forward. “Try to get some rest, Mrs. Munroe. Other officers are picking up your husband now. We’re heading back to the station when we leave here to question him.”


    “Then, you’ll be keeping him in jail?”


    “It all depends on the judge and bail. With the restraining order, he won’t be coming near you or he’ll be arrested.”


    She nodded. Her eyes and mouth relaxed for the first time. “I’m going to start making arrangements to leave Kingston. Would that be alright?”


    “Yes, as long as we can reach you and you’re still in Ontario. You cannot take Tommy out of the province until custody is settled. Do you know the address where you’ll be staying?”


    “I’ll phone it in when I’ve confirmed. My family and I’ve been estranged since I married Brian. They never liked him. I lost my mother a few years ago but my dad … well, I’m hoping enough time has gone by.”


    “We’ll be in touch soon, Mrs. Munroe.” He handed her a card with his name and phone number. “If you need us at any time, call my cell number. Call 911 if you’re in danger, although we’ll do our best to make sure that your husband doesn’t contact you.”


    “I wish this had never happened. I wish I’d never defied my parents to marry him.” She lowered her face into her hands and began to sob.


    Rouleau and Gundersund entered the interview room where Brian Munroe had spent the better part of two hours. His hands covered his face and he didn’t stir from this position even when Rouleau greeted his lawyer, Suzie Chen. Rouleau had met Suzie once before on a youth justice case. Her reputation was that of a legal pit bull who tenaciously defended the down and out. She sat next to Munroe, expensively decked out in a navy power suit over a grey silk shirt buttoned to her neck. Munroe hadn’t dressed to impress anyone, wearing ripped jeans, a stained sweatshirt, and unlaced black runners.


    “Detectives.” Suzie nodded and put one hand on Munroe’s forearm. She could have been a child, so petite next to the massive bulk of Brian Munroe.


    Munroe finally lifted his shaved head and stared at Rouleau with baleful black eyes. He was a black man, the skin taut over high cheekbones and broad forehead. The corded veins in his neck bulged as he pressed his hands on the table and started to push himself to his feet. Rouleau thought that even with Della Munroe’s height and size, she would have been no match for her husband’s brute strength.


    “It’s okay,” Suzie said, and Munroe lowered himself back into the chair. She looked at Rouleau. “Brian’s instinct is to stand and shake hands, even with cops. He’ll get over it.”


    Rouleau spoke into the tape recorder, giving the time and the names of everyone present in the room. He confirmed that Munroe knew and understood his rights. When he finished, Suzie raised her hand.


    “We have a statement, if I may.”


    “Go ahead,” Rouleau said.


    “Brian Munroe denies all of the allegations put forth by his wife Della Munroe. He did not lay a hand on her, nor did he rape her.”


    Rouleau observed Munroe while she spoke. He was shaking his head and mumbling under his breath.


    “Is that right, Brian?” Rouleau asked.


    Monroe lifted his eyes to Rouleau. “Damn straight. The bitch is lying.”


    “Do you deny having sex with Della last night?”


    “We had sex yesterday morning. Consensual sex. I should have known she was plotting something.”


    “Why would she do that?”


    “Because I told her the day before that we should separate. She said this would be the last time, you know, for old times’ sake.” He hit himself on the forehead. “What was I thinking? Our entire marriage has been her playing me and me falling for it.”


    Suzie touched the back of his hand lying on the table. “I think we’ve said all we’re going to say at this juncture.”


    “Did you spend last night at home with your wife, Brian?” Rouleau asked.


    “I slept in the basement and left at close to four a.m. to start work at the bakery. I have no idea what she was up to all day yesterday.”


    “Have you ever hit your wife?”


    Munroe shifted and his eyes dropped to the table. His neck drooped so that his chin almost touched his chest. “Once. Once I grabbed her and pushed her off me. My fingers left marks on her arm, but that was it. I never lifted a hand to her otherwise.”


    “What about Tommy? Have you ever hit your son?”


    Munroe started to stand. “Damn that bitch all to hell.” He pressed his hands on the table and the muscles in his neck and arms rippled dangerously. “Is that what she’s saying? I never touched my son.”


    “We’re done here.” Suzie reached over and put her hand on his wrist. She swung her briefcase from the floor to the table, then stood and looked down at Rouleau. “Unless you plan to charge him.”


    “The Crown is laying sexual assault and battery charges. He’ll be detained until his bail hearing this afternoon or tomorrow morning.”


    “I serve notice that I’ll be fighting Della Munroe’s absurd allegations every step of the way. This won’t be the open-and-shut case you think it is.”


    “They never are,” Rouleau said.


    “So who do think is lying?” Gundersund asked. He took his eyes off the road for a moment to look at Rouleau.


    “My guess would be him based on the bruising. The photos in her file are brutal. No way she did that to herself. We should check with neighbours and friends to see if they observed anything nasty going on between them before this.”


    “Their times are off. He says they had sex in the morning and she said the evening. Is it possible to prove either way?”


    “She waited to go to the hospital, so it’s hard to tell exactly from the medical report.”


    Gundersund grimaced. “They should have separated before things got this far.”


    Rouleau nodded. “The problem is, they rarely ever do.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    Gail Pankhurst stepped through the main door and removed one of her ear buds. It was hot in their little office space with only two fans mounted on the ceiling, rotating on full, uselessly moving the soupy air around and around. The university funded their help line but hadn’t coughed up any more money than necessary, budget restraints being the usual excuse for skimping on air conditioning. She stopped at Jucinda Rivera’s desk on her way to the vacant one near the far wall.


    “Hey Juicy. Are you starting shift or finishing up? I thought you had today off.”


    Jucinda flinched as she did every time Gail used the nickname, but she didn’t comment. Gail routinely poked her with the moniker, curious to see when Jucinda would react. So far, she’d kept any displeasure from reaching her lips. Gail had made Jucinda one of several unofficial subjects for her experiments in human psychology. She was particularly interested in how her guinea pigs dealt with upset or annoyances in social settings. Jucinda wasn’t alone in pretending that something that obviously bothered her wasn’t a concern.


    Jucinda tossed her black hair, dyed fuchsia at the tips, over her shoulder and reached for the ringing phone. “Leah was supposed to be in but couldn’t make it. Mark worked this morning, but he had to leave after lunch for an appointment. I’m filling in until he gets back,” Jucinda said, picking up the phone.


    “Great.” Gail tossed her bag under her desk and plopped into the chair. Adele was singing into her right ear and she left the other ear bud swinging loose. She could relate to the British superstar — criticized for being a little pudgy but her own woman nonetheless. Gail had learned not to give a rat’s arse what people thought of her. She’d let all that go when she had Mickey Mouse tattooed onto her right bicep. She’d had Betty Boop inked the length of her forearm right after she told her parents she was gay. Every tattoo marked another step in her emancipation. She now felt completely liberated, which was good since she was running out of available skin with the exception of her face and neck. She’d promised her mother to keep those ink-free zones.


    It was an hour later before both she and Jucinda were off the phones at the same time.


    “Busy afternoon,” Gail commented. She stood and stretched. “Would you like a cup of Earl Grey?”


    “Sure,” said Jucinda. She opened her desk drawer and pulled out a package of Fig Newtons. “I have these to go with it.”


    They decided to drink their tea and eat the cookies standing directly under the fan near the window while they got the chance to leave their phones.


    “Leah never takes the day off,” Gail said. “Do you know when she called in?”


    “There was a voicemail message, or that’s what Mark said when he phoned me to replace her. He said the odd thing was that Leah left the voicemail early Friday night right after her shift ended saying she needed a day off, especially since he’d booked the Saturday off a month ago and so missed her message until he got in Sunday afternoon. If you ask me, she could have cleared it with him before she went home instead of leaving us short-staffed today. But no, that would have been too much trouble for our princess Leah. Anyway, Mark should have been back by now.”


    “What about Wolf?”


    “He’s studying. He has that board exam and then has to defend his thesis. He told me they have him slated in next month. Hard to believe he’s that close to a Ph.D.”


    “Dr. Wolf. Has a nice ring. It’s too bad he and Leah broke it off.”


    “He can do better.”


    Gail looked more closely at Jucinda. Was that a blush under her swarthy colouring? If she didn’t know better, she’d say Juicy had eyes for Wolf. They said the cool, detached ones often held the most secrets. Maybe Jucinda had it going on. “You don’t think much of our Leah,” she said in a neutral voice. She studied Jucinda’s face.


    “She’s a ho.”


    Gail choked on a mouthful of tea. She wiped at the hot liquid dribbling down her chin. “Excuse me?”


    Jucinda’s eyes flashed righteous anger. “I don’t respect that kind of woman. It’s hypocritical for her to be giving advice to university kids when she’s carrying on like a common whore with a married man.”


    “Wow. I didn’t know you felt that way about her. I’m not sure I’d call her a ho, myself,” said Gail. “She’s more like a free spirit.”


    “Only if free spirit is a euphemism for loose and easy. Anyhow, Wolf is better off without her.”


    Gail was close enough to Jucinda to smell the sweet coconut scent of her hair when she flipped it back from her face. In the two years they’d worked together she’d always thought of Jucinda as virginal and placid, like a shallow green pond with nary a breeze stirring. Pretty, petite, and pudding-dull. This opening into the workings of Jucinda’s brain was unprecedented and a wee bit disturbing. Just what did Jucinda know about Leah and why hadn’t Gail picked up on it? A married man?


    They finished their tea and returned to their desks. Gail talked a boy through his urge to quit calculus all the while keeping one curious eye on Jucinda, who’d opened a biology textbook. She read it while twirling a long strand of hair around and around in her fingers, every so often lifting her head to look toward the front entrance as if waiting for someone. Gail found her own head turning toward the door in unison.


    Mark Withers sauntered in as Gail hung up the phone. Jucinda glanced over at him and said hello, but her shoulders slumped and the smile didn’t stay on her face for more than a second.


    So it’s not Mark you’re waiting for. Gail looked across at their boss, the eternal beach boy dressed in his navy shirt with wide horizontal white stripes, khaki shorts, and brown loafers, worn sockless. His hair was a tousle of sun-bleached strands, cut like Robert Redford’s in that Butch Cassidy movie. You’d never know that Mark had a good ten years on the rest of them. He could have passed for early twenties.


    “Hey ladies,” he said. “You can head out, Jucinda. Nate will be here in a few minutes.”


    “Good. If Leah’s away tomorrow, maybe line up Nathan or Wolf. I have an exam in the afternoon.”


    “No problemo. She hasn’t called in so I expect her back for her shift.”


    Gail looked over his shoulder. Nate was coming through the door, carrying a large coffee and a box of doughnuts that he offered around. He and Mark were the only two married employees. He was also Mark’s polar opposite, quiet and observant, always dressed in jeans and shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He’d graduated the year before and worked part-time on the help line and part-time as Professor Dino Tadesco’s teaching assistant. Gail found Nate the most attractive of the three men on staff, not that she was into men.


    She looked over at Jucinda to see if his entrance had brightened her up. She was biting into a cruller and it was hard to read her expression, but she didn’t look all aglow in Nathan’s manly presence. Gail hadn’t seriously thought Juicy would go for a married man anyway. That only left Wolf.


    Jucinda stuffed the textbook she’d been reading into her purse and made her exit. Nate sprawled out in her desk chair and immediately took a call. Mark disappeared into his cubbyhole office to do some paperwork. He shut the door as per usual. Gail blew him a kiss that he would never receive.


    Beach Boy, her pet name for Mark, had been complaining for weeks about all the forms he had to complete and the hoops he had to jump through to keep their grant. He had to defend all over again the need to have a help line when the university had face-to-face counselling available most weekdays and evenings. Even though kids needed an appointment to see a counsellor and the waiting list was getting longer by the day, the help line still had to justify its existence. Try telling a suicidal student to book an appointment, Gail thought. Go ahead and tell them to hold onto their anxiety until regular office hours that don’t include the weekends. How many kids had phoned in and told their secrets and fears only because it was safe and anonymous? The help line was open seven a.m. to eleven p.m. seven days a week, and graduate psych students fielded the calls with Mark supervising and filling in as needed on the phone. They operated close to the bone, but they all believed in what they were doing. Professor Tadesco was their biggest supporter. Gail hoped he wouldn’t get tired of the politics and toss in the towel. They’d done a lot of good work and the need was great for both walk-in counselling and the anonymous help line.


    She answered two more calls — a first-year student who’d broken up with his girlfriend and a fourth-year in teacher’s college who didn’t know if she could handle problem kids — and the shift was over. Mark would answer the phone for a couple of hours and Nate would close at eleven. They only had one person on the last two hours of the night and before lunch. They used to have full shifts but Mark made the cuts when their funding dropped the year before. So far they were barely coping with the demand.


    The front door opened and Wolf entered. He looked from Gail to Nate and back again. “I thought Leah was on tonight. I must have got it wrong.” He walked over to Gail’s desk and picked up a wizened honey doughnut on his way by. Nate had the phone to his ear and waved in Wolf’s direction.


    “Leah called in Friday night and said she needed the day off today,” Gail said. She looked into Wolf’s piercing green eyes and wondered if it was true that Leah had been sleeping around on him. She was a fool if she was, but it would explain their sudden break up. It would explain other behaviours she’d witnessed when silently observing Leah: uncharacteristic evasive responses to questions, sudden unexplained disappearances.


    “Strange,” Wolf said. “She never called to cancel our plans. We were meeting up with classmates at the campus pub after her shift today before everyone separates for good.”


    Gail tilted her head. “Maybe she got a better offer.” She lobbed the line out like a hand grenade and studied Wolf’s face, waiting for a crack in his armour. He didn’t react one way or the other. She was momentarily disappointed. “Well, time for me to head home,” she said cheerily when it was obvious he wasn’t going to play ball.


    “I’m going to talk to Mark. See you later.” He smiled and strode across the office toward Mark’s closed door. She watched him knock and disappear inside.


    Most peculiar, she thought as she gathered up her books and stuffed them into her knapsack. She looked inside Beach Boy’s office as she walked past on her way to the front door. He and Wolf were deep in conversation and didn’t notice her leaving. I wonder what that’s all about.

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    The door was answered by a woman with a baby on her hip and a two-year-old clinging to her leg. Celia Paules was dressed in a purple tank top and black shorts, her feet bare with toenails painted bubble gum pink. Brown hair hung in damp curls to her shoulders. Rouleau judged her to be mid-thirties despite her teenage clothing so similar to Della Munroe’s. After carefully inspecting their badges, Celia invited them into a kitchen that looked like a whirling dervish had carved a path of destruction through. The heat from the day had landed squarely in this room. Her hand motioned them in the direction of the table as she turned to get a bottle of milk from the counter.


    Rouleau cleaned a handful of soggy Cheerios from a chair and sat down. The two-year-old stood staring up wide-eyed at Gundersund, a thumb in his mouth and a blanket clutched in his chubby hand. The cloth diaper, his only bit of clothing, sagged dangerously.


    “Sit, Gundersund,” said Rouleau. “He probably thinks you’re a giant from a storybook. Maybe that one at the top of the beanstalk.”


    “Little kids love me,” said Gundersund, lowering onto a chair that looked like it might break into kindling under his weight. “They’re not smart enough to fear me yet.”


    “Go play with your trucks,” said the woman to the boy. She patted his head on the way by. He didn’t have far to go. Toys littered every square foot of floor space. She shoved a pile of laundry onto the floor and sat in the chair with her back to the patio window. Cradling the baby on her lap, she popped the bottle into its mouth, then angled herself to look at them while keeping an eye on her son. “So how can I help you, detectives?”


    “Della Munroe told us that she spent time over here talking to you this past year,” said Rouleau.


    “Della’s okay, isn’t she?”


    “She’s fine; but there’s been an altercation and we’re following up. How well do you know the Munroes?” Rouleau glanced at Gundersund. He took out a pen and slid his notebook from his pocket onto his leg.


    “They moved in about two years ago. Della used to come for coffee.”


    “Used to?” Rouleau asked.


    “Up until about a month ago. She said Brian didn’t like her wasting time. They have a four-year-old boy, Tommy, and she was home with him in the mornings. Other than that, she takes a couple of university courses in the afternoons when Tom’s in kindergarten. Brian works at the Sunshine Bakery on Brock.”


    “Would you say Brian and Della were happy together?”


    “I thought so at first, but Della said Brian had to be into the bakery at four a.m. so it meant he was in bed by eight most nights. It was putting a strain on their relationship. Also, I don’t think they had a lot of income. She complained a few times about being stuck without a car. Brian thought the courses she was taking were a waste of time and she told me he didn’t want to pay for her to continue in the fall. She’s working on an undergrad degree in English lit with a psych minor.”


    Rouleau accepted a race car that the child placed on his knee. “Any signs of violence, or did she ever say she was scared of him?”


    Celia bit her lip. “Actually, she went out of her way to say everything was good at home. You know that saying: methinks she doth protest too much? One time she had bruises on her arm. When I asked about them, she laughed and told me she’d walked into the door. She said that she knew how that sounded, but Brian would never hurt her. She kept insisting. The last time I saw her, her left eye was black. She didn’t say how it happened, and I didn’t ask.”


    “Why not?”


    “I didn’t need to. Della finally admitted that things weren’t going so well at home, but she was going to try harder to make it work. That meant stopping our coffee hour and spending more time cleaning the house. She really wasn’t very good at running a house from what I saw.” Celia looked around her kitchen and laughed. “Luckily, my husband doesn’t care what our place looks like.”


    “How well did you know Brian?”


    “I met him a few times, but he worked a lot. Maybe their different backgrounds put another strain on them. Della implied that race was the reason her parents disowned her.”


    Rouleau wasn’t convinced that skin colour was a factor in the Munroes’ current marital problems but filed the comment in his possibility file. “And did you form any impression about him?”


    “He was quiet, an introvert, I’d say. Della’s the opposite … or used to be. I wasn’t sure why they ever hooked up, well, except for their obvious good looks. Brian’s gorgeous, like a football player, and Della’s that outgoing cheerleader type. They were living in Toronto when they met. She was in her last year of high school and he was a few years older. She told me that he was a cook in a fast food restaurant and they saved enough to open this bakery. Della never said too much about it except that she was the one that did all the scrimping and saving; otherwise they’d still be living in some slum high rise. She got pregnant with Tommy right after they hooked up and said it was bad timing but she was always blessed to have him.” Celia shifted the baby onto her shoulder and began patting on its back. “Sex doesn’t carry you as far once the babies arrive if that’s all that’s holding your relationship together.”


    “The long hours Brian had to put into his business must have been difficult.”


    Celia nodded. “Especially with her mother dying and her father shutting her out. I just hope Della’s okay. She deserves someone better than Brian. From what I saw, he needs to control and she went along with it. He never should have made her leave Toronto. She wasn’t cut out to be a housewife in a town the size of Kingston. She was made for a bigger life.”


    The afternoon sun was fading when Rouleau sat across the desk from his new Chief of Police, Malcolm T. Heath. Heath was forty, younger than Rouleau by ten years, but well connected according to Gundersund. He’d used his influence to rise quickly through the force to rank of chief at an age when most were a few levels lower. It hadn’t taken Rouleau long to figure out that Heath wasn’t particularly involved in the day-to-day and didn’t care for detailed reporting. He preferred to be told the big picture and relied on a solid media relations team with himself as spokesperson to keep the force well positioned in the community. Heath’s Achilles heel was scandal. Any whiff of a negative news story and he whipped his communications machine into a frenzy. Rouleau wondered how tenuous Heath’s appointment was and who he owed. He could live with Heath’s PR obsession, however, because it didn’t involve micromanaging cases. Heath left the heavy lifting to the detectives.


    Heath ran a ringed hand through his greying curls and leaned back in his chair to look out the window. On their first meeting, Rouleau had been reminded of a cherub — plump cheeks and rosy complexion with curly hair that women spent serious dollars to achieve in the salon. His round, blue eyes usually focused on a point just beyond Rouleau’s right shoulder. Heath would appear to have drifted off, and then surprise Rouleau with an astute observation. Rouleau was curious to know whether the Columbo routine was for real or a carefully tuned act. He’d buy it, though, if it meant the hands-off approach continued.


    Heath swung his eyes toward Rouleau. “Any movement on the new hire?”


    “I have someone in mind but am having trouble reaching them.”


    One eyebrow lifted. “Odd. Are they working now?”


    Rouleau shook his head. “Kala Stonechild is on a canoe trip and out of range. I’d like to give her a few more days.”


    “I want to be staffed up by the end of the month.” Heath glanced at his computer screen. “Any luck finding a place to live?”


    “I’m still at my father’s apartment. He had foot surgery four weeks ago.”


    “There might be vacant student housing but you won’t want any part of that. I’ll send your email address to a friend of mine in real estate. She should be able to come up with something suitable.”


    “Thanks.”


    “This Munroe case. You think it’ll get any media play?”


    “Depends if it goes to court. The Munroes could battle it out in the press.”


    “Keep me informed.”


    “Will do.” Rouleau stood.


    “I’ll be taking a holiday next week. If something urgent comes up, let Vera know. She has my coordinates.”


    “You’re heading out of town?”


    “Fishing trip in Northern Quebec. Rainbow and lake trout, pristine lakes, and blue sky that goes on forever. It’s my yearly pilgrimage to commune with nature.”


    Rouleau looked closer at Heath. Heath’s eyes were guileless behind wire-framed reading glasses. Rouleau could picture him on a cruise or stretched out next to a pool with a martini in his hand, but definitely not tromping around the woods or sitting patiently in a boat waiting for fish to bite.


    Rouleau stood to leave. Heath scribbled something on a writing pad and ripped off the top sheet. He handed it to Rouleau.


    “Tell Laney Masterson that I sent you. You should have a place to call home by next weekend.”


    “Thanks, I’ll give her a ring.” Rouleau glanced down at the paper. Heath had written Laney Masterson’s phone number from memory.


    He stopped at Vera’s desk on the way to his own office. She lifted her unusual almond-shaped eyes from the computer screen and met his. They were the warm amber colour of his ex-wife Frances’s tabby cat.


    “Question, Rouleau?” she asked, her eyes dropping back to her work. Her elegant fingers, loaded down with gold rings and glittering stones, flew across the keyboard. Rouleau had only seen her blond hair wound tightly into a bun at the nape of her long neck, at odds with her tight sweaters and pencil skirts that showed off her Marilyn Monroe body.


    “Just wondered if the Chief goes to the same fishing hole every year.”


    Vera raised her eyes. He saw amusement in their golden depths. “You thinking of taking up the sport?” she asked. “You should know that he’s quite protective of his secret spot.” Her voice was low and suggestive.


    Rouleau smiled. “Night, Vera. See you tomorrow.”


    She returned his smile. “Later, Rouleau.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    Rouleau left the station and drove slowly down Princess Street toward downtown. Rounding the curve south past the Division Street intersection, he took in the shops and cafés that lined the busy street. Far in the distance he glimpsed the sparkling blue of Lake Ontario, just past the Holiday Inn at the bottom of Princess. Traffic was stop-and-go but not as bad as it would be in the Ottawa core at this time of the evening. He rolled down the window and rested his elbow on the door frame. A hot breeze ruffled his sticky shirt and gave the illusion of relief. The temperature had risen over the afternoon and clung to the city like heat from a sauna. Finally reaching Ontario Street, he hung a right. The road paralleled the waterfront, his father’s condo building with a view of the harbour several blocks farther on. The Royal George, where his father lived on the seventh floor, protruded awkwardly, a green glass tower of modernity, the last in a series of high rises that included an upscale hotel.


    Rouleau pulled into the visitor parking lot and turned off the engine. He sat for a moment, looking toward the lake, visible over the tall grasses that lined the property. He attempted to let go of the stresses of the day to find the reserve of patience now required. His father, a normally calm, methodical man, had become irritated by the limitations surgery had wrought on his body. The last few days he’d sunk into a worrisome depression, a state so foreign to him that Rouleau could barely bring himself to think about what it foreshadowed. The urge to find his own place to live was eating at him, but he wasn’t sure if he should leave his father alone just yet.


    Rouleau exited his car and took the elevator to the seventh floor. He used his key to enter and was surprised to hear his father’s hearty laughter coming from the living room. A woman’s voice joined in and Rouleau’s heart lightened. His father had refused visitors, so this was a good sign.


    Rouleau walked down the short hallway lined in bookcases and rounded the corner. Both faces turned to smile up at him: his father stretched out on the couch, and surprise of surprises, Kala Stonechild in a chair facing him. A black Labrador retriever lay at her feet, its alert eyes following his every movement. The dog looked friendly but on guard. Rouleau crossed to the empty easy chair and dropped into it. He reached across to squeeze Stonechild’s shoulder and the dog’s eyes followed him. “You’re here,” Rouleau said, leaning back. He grinned wryly at having stated the obvious. “So you got my messages then?”


    “I did.” She shrugged and her lips curved upward. The smile almost reached her eyes. Almost, but not quite. She was dressed in a white cotton blouse, gauzy and unbuttoned to just below her collarbones, and faded jeans. A turquoise, white, and red beaded belt was threaded through the loops. Her ebony hair hung in two braided pigtails to her chest. She’d taken her sandals off at the door and her bare feet were tucked underneath the coffee table.


    Rouleau glanced over at his father. His blue eyes had recovered some of their brilliance. “You’re looking better, Dad.”


    “I’ve had good company today,” his father responded. “I hope you’re about to pour us each a little of the Glenfiddich before dinner.”


    “Of course.” Rouleau stood. “Ginger ale, Kala?” he asked. He knew she didn’t touch alcohol. She nodded and he walked into the kitchen. When he returned with the drinks, Kala and his father were deep in conversation, as if they’d known each other a long time instead of a few hours.


    Rouleau sat down and took a sip of the single malt. It burned pleasantly all the way down. He looked at Kala and waited for her to tell him why she was sitting in his father’s apartment. She raised her eyes to his and smiled as if fully aware of his impatience for her to commit to his job offer. She took her time, letting his father finish talking about his research at the university before responding.


    “I’m not sure if I’ll be staying in Kingston. I’ve come to check out the town on my way to Ottawa. Grayson is waiting for me to join the unit again.” She shrugged. “I thought I’d resign in person.”


    “Where would you go if not here?”


    “Not sure. My old job in Red Rock is still open.”


    “Is that where you really want to be?”


    “One place is as good as another.” Again the slight lifting of her shoulders. The defiant tilt of her jaw he’d seen before. “I’m not ruling out your offer. I’m just saying that I don’t know what I want to do yet.”


    “How did you find my father’s apartment?”


    “I’m a detective, remember?” she said. “You left a trail of bread crumbs as wide as Highway 417.”


    “I’d like you to come work for me.”


    “I gathered that from your phone messages.”


    “You’ll like Kingston. It’s a welcoming kind of town.”


    “I don’t know yet if this town is for me. Honestly, I feel more at home in the North.”


    “The Criminal Investigations team is small, and you’d be working with another inspector named Paul Gundersund. He’s good. We also have a solid in-house forensics team and cold case unit in our division. Think about it. That’s all I ask.”


    She nodded, but her eyes were evasive. Rouleau had the uneasy feeling he’d oversold the job.


    “Will you stay for supper?” his dad asked her. “Jacques will be cooking some steak with baked potatoes. We’d be delighted to have you.”


    “Thank you, but I really have to be going. Taiku needs a walk and I have to check in with my friend.”


    “Where are you staying?”


    “Just west of the city but this side of Bath. My friend owns a house on the water. She’s expecting me sometime today.”


    “At least finish your drink before you go,” his father said. “It’s been a long time since I had a young woman come to call.”


    Kala’s eyes swept the room and Rouleau’s eyes followed behind. It was the lair of a long-time bachelor with few feminine touches. The parquet floor was typical of the apartment buildings built in the eighties, now in vogue again. The oak furniture was solid, functional, but not pretty. His dad kept piles of documents and textbooks on the floor and scattered across the dining room table where he worked on his computer in front of the balcony window. An anemic vine had taken over one wall, surviving god only knew how on sporadic watering and inattention. His dad’s ten-speed bicycle leaned against the wall behind the couch, put out to pasture until the cast came off his foot.


    “How long have you lived here?” she asked him, lifting her glass.


    “I moved into an apartment near the university campus after Jacques took his first job in Ottawa. What was that, son, twenty years ago now? I moved into this condo when it was built a few years ago.”


    Rouleau’s phone rang in his pocket. He reached for it, saying, “One minute, Dad. I should get this.”


    It took a few seconds to assimilate the facts from the dispatcher. A young woman had been called in dead in an apartment just off campus. He was needed on site as soon as he could get there. It was certainly murder. Gundersund would meet him there. She rhymed off the address and repeated it to be sure.


    Rouleau slipped the phone back into his pocket and looked at Kala and his father. Both sets of eyes watched him expectantly, one set liquid black and the other a crystal blue. They’d overheard his side of the conversation. There was no point hiding his destination.


    He stood. “A murder just off campus. I have to go.”


    “Should I come along, sir?” Kala asked. She’d already pushed herself to her feet. “It might help me decide to come on board.”


    Rouleau thought about it for a nanosecond before he nodded. Perhaps all wasn’t lost with Stonechild after all. This case could very well tilt her decision in his favour.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Kala followed closely behind Rouleau in her truck. Taiku sat in the passenger seat, his nose through the open window. She reached across the console and ruffled the fur on his back.


    “So what do you think, boy? Is this a town you’d like to spend time in or should we keep moving?”


    Taiku pulled his nose from the window and turned his head toward her, his pink tongue lolling to the side of his mouth. He stared at her as if considering her question.


    Kala laughed before turning back to the road. Sometimes she thought Taiku was a human disguised as a dog. He was smarter than most people she knew and was considerably more dependable.


    They were heading east, but only for a short distance before Rouleau turned north on Gore. The grey limestone houses dated back to Sir John A. Macdonald’s time. It was a pretty city with mature oak trees and wide streets flanked to the south by Lake Ontario. This felt like a town you could breathe in. She was surprised to find herself looking forward to a few days at her friend’s place.


    Rouleau pulled left onto Sydenham and she followed a few car lengths behind. A busy scene greeted them a few blocks in. Police cars and an ambulance with red lights flashing filled the street. The target house was toward the far end of the street and they had to park and walk a short distance. Kala left Taiku locked in the truck parked under a shady oak with the window open and an order to stay. He immediately lay down on the seat, his shaggy head resting against the passenger door, his black eyes watching her walk away.


    Rouleau stood waiting for her on the sidewalk next to his car. He looked tired, his eyes sadder than she remembered. The connection she felt to him was odd. Uncomfortable and uncharacteristic. She’d felt it in Ottawa the short time they worked together. It was the reason she’d detoured on a last-minute whim off the 417 to find him. She’d been surprised that he’d sought her out for this job. She hadn’t decided yet whether to trust him.


    Rouleau filled her in as they walked. The house was divided into apartments and rented as student housing. The woman’s body was found in the basement by the upstairs tenant. Apparently there was a lot of blood. They passed a couple of beat cops in navy uniforms on their way inside the limestone house. The officers appeared to know Rouleau and let her inside only because she was with him. One cop directed them to the basement.


    Rouleau introduced Paul Gundersund, who met them at the bottom of the stairs. She felt dwarfed by the size of the man. He was over six foot, close to two hundred pounds, and appeared slightly out of shape. A scar marked the left side of his face, giving him the look of a street fighter. His blue-grey eyes were surprisingly pretty for a guy with a face like his. She shook his outstretched hand, his fingers long and slender.


    “It’s not good, boss,” he said as he led them down the dark hallway. Kala’s eyes lifted to the unlit bulb hanging from the ceiling socket, obviously not working. It would have given the attacker cover as they waited, if that’s what they’d done. She made out the squat shapes of a washer and dryer angled deeper into the gloom. Gundersund stopped and handed them white suits and covers for their shoes. Kala stepped into the suit and shivered as the cool dampness seeping from the basement’s concrete walls wrapped itself around her bare arms. She quickly pulled the suit up over her shirt.


    The apartment door stood open, the putrid smell of death getting stronger as they approached. Down the length of the hallway, the forensics team in white suits worked in the bedroom. She could see a trail of dark blood on the floor, pooled in spots, where the woman looked to have dragged herself toward the apartment door.


    Kala stepped closer and saw that the blood trail detoured left. She carefully negotiated the blood splatter as she followed behind Rouleau and Gundersund into the living room. They stepped aside to make some space for her. She looked from their grim faces to the floor near the coffee table where the coroner kneeled next to a woman lying face down, one of her arms stretched in front of her as if she’d been trying to swim away using the front crawl. A purse had spewed its contents onto the carpet; a blood-covered cellphone lay near the woman’s curled fingers.


    Kala swallowed back the urge to gag. Congealed blood covered the woman’s face and matted the long, dark hair on the back of her head. It had seeped from her body and surrounded her in sticky globs. It had spread from her midsection in a circular pool. The smell of rotting flesh and blood and feces was overpowering.


    Rouleau touched Kala’s shoulder and motioned her to take a few steps closer. A photographer who’d been taking pictures of the body signalled that she’d gotten enough. The coroner looked from her to Rouleau.


    “I’m ready to turn the body,” he said.


    Rouleau’s eyes swept the scene, ending with a long study of the woman. Finally, he nodded and the coroner rolled the woman onto her back, her one arm remaining awkwardly extended above her head. Kala looked past the bruising, discoloured skin and dried blood and saw that the girl had been attractive: late twenties, masses of black hair, medium height, with a muscular physique. Someone had gone to great lengths to disfigure her beauty. The coroner held up the palm of one hand.


    “Her fingers are broken.” He traced upward along the underside of her arm. “Cigarette burns.” He turned to the photographer.


    “Make sure you get close ups.”


    “How long…?” asked Rouleau.


    “It’s a guess, but I’d say twenty-four hours based on the rigor mortis. I couldn’t say how long she was tortured in the bedroom, but I think it went on a while, judging by the burns and wounds. Her attacker used a knife.”


    Kala saw Rouleau’s jaw clench. Her own felt as tight as a fist.


    “Can you isolate the wound that killed her?” he asked.


    The coroner pointed to her stomach where blood had stained her shirt almost black. “The assailant drove a weapon into her mid-section. I can’t say with complete certainty until we do the autopsy, but she almost definitely bled out from there.”


    They stood quietly for a moment, contemplating the strength of will it had taken for the dying woman to drag herself this far. Kala glanced at Rouleau. His eyes were hard, unflinching. She lowered hers to search for clues in the carpet and the woman who’d died while reaching for her phone.


    Rouleau said, “Have you got her name?”


    Gundersund nodded. “Yeah. Leah Sampson. I’ve got somebody checking for her next of kin. We should find out more about her within the hour.”


    Kala looked around the stifling living room. She already knew a lot about Leah Sampson. She was a struggling student who lived alone, although she was close to her sister and parents. Their faces smiled at her from two framed photos on a table next to the couch. Horses were a passion, judging from the other photos. Leah read murder mysteries when she should be studying. The stack of paperbacks next to her unopened textbooks was a giveaway. What secrets had she kept that were worth dying over?


    “I’m going to look in the bedroom,” Kala said abruptly.


    “I’ll come with you,” Gundersund said.


    Rouleau didn’t turn or look away from Leah’s body. “I’ll stay with her until she’s ready to be moved.”


    “Okay boss,” Gundersund said.


    He and Kala walked sideways down the narrow hallway, stepping on their toes past pools of congealed blood. Kala made a cursory check of the bathroom and galley kitchen off to the right. Neither room appeared to be part of the crime scene. The bedroom was another story. Three officers from forensics noted their entry and carried on with their work. Two were dusting for prints and the other was taking samples from the chair where Leah Sampson had been tied.


    Kala lifted her eyes from the pink rosebud-patterned duvet in a heap next to the bed to the one-eyed stuffed teddy bear leaning against the mirror. Silver and gold costume jewellery lay in front of the bear, scattered in shiny heaps across the top of the dresser. A silky blue housecoat hung on a hook next to the closet door. The bed was rumpled, unmade. A spray of blood crossed the sheets as if from a garden hose. Nobody had mentioned sexual assault yet, but the coroner would be looking for signs. Gundersund broke into her thoughts.


    “We can’t do anything here until forensics is finished. I’m going to talk to the person who found her. Maybe they heard something. Coming?”


    “Sure.” Her eyes fixated on the bloody chair for a moment before she turned to follow him.


    They retraced their steps down the hallway. Rouleau was still with the coroner and Leah Sampson’s body. They let him know they’d be upstairs starting interviews.


    “Hell of a welcome to the team,” Gundersund said with his foot on the bottom step. “Rouleau speaks highly of you, by the way. He wasn’t sure you’d be coming to Kingston though. Glad you changed your mind.”


    “I just dropped in for a visit,” said Kala. She gave Gundersund a quick sideways grin. “Guess I’ll be sticking around for a few days.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    Bobby Hamilton sat in a chair in front of a giant television, his face ashen in the pooled light from the table lamp. A Blue Jays game was playing on the screen with the sound off. Bobby sucked on the end of a cigarette while avoiding looking directly at Kala and Gundersund as they lowered themselves kitty corner to him on the stained green couch, the only other place to sit. Bobby had shot them a darting look when they entered the room, then fixed his unblinking eyes on the screen.


    Kala sat on the edge of the couch and tried not to think about what had made it so filthy or what could be crawling underneath her. She forced down her revulsion and angled herself to get a clear view of Bobby. His shoulder-length blond hair was already giving way to baldness — the hairline had receded with a circle of thinning noticeable on top — and his eyes were pale blue in his bony face. His hollow cheeks and pointed jaw hinted at malnourishment. Someone who’d rather spend their money on drugs than food. A smell of pot hovered in the room, filming the walls and ceiling, giving silent confirmation of her assessment.


    Gundersund coughed as if his throat was constricting. “So you found Leah’s body,” he said when he caught his breath. He coughed again and his face turned a deep red. He glared at Hamilton as the choking came to an end.


    Bobby chanced a glance at him before nodding. He pulled on the cigarette like he was sucking on a straw.


    “Do you mind putting that thing out?” Gundersund asked, pointing at the smoke rising from Bobby’s fingers.


    “What, this?” Bobby shrugged and dropped the cigarette into a beer bottle on the table next to him. It hissed and sputtered, then went out. He spread his legs wider and sunk deeper into his chair.


    “You found Leah Sampson’s body.” Gundersund had pulled out his notebook.


    “So it was her.”


    “Can you tell us what you saw?”


    “I went downstairs to do some laundry after supper. Around eight o’clock. I smelled something stinkin’ and followed it over to her apartment. I knocked but the door was open a bit so I yelled to see if she was okay.”


    “Did you go in?”


    “No way.” Bobby shook his head and looked at them for the first time. “I just looked down the hall and saw blood and combined with the smell … I hightailed it back upstairs and called 911.”


    “Did you hear anything coming from Leah Sampson’s apartment the last few days? Anything unusual that you can remember?”


    “Like what?”


    “Like noises or raised voices; anything at all unusual.”


    “Nope.”


    “Did you see anybody coming or going?”


    “I’m not her bloody keeper.”


    Interesting choice of adjective. “What do you do for a living, Bobby?” Kala interrupted.


    “I work for the city. Garbage collection.”


    “So you’re not home during the day.”


    He looked in her direction, his eyes assessing her like a woman he’d just met standing on a street corner. “That’s right. I leave for work around five a.m. and get home mid-afternoon, unless I go to the bar when I’m done.”


    Kala ignored the suggestion in his weasely eyes. “Did you do that last week, say on Friday after work?”


    “Yup.”


    “You said that without thinking about it,” said Gundersund.


    “That’s cause I go to the bar every night after work. It takes a while to get the taste of garbage out of my throat.” He smiled, showing yellowish teeth. One of the bottom front ones was missing.


    “We’ll need details and names of the people who might have seen you,” said Gundersund.


    “Why? I didn’t have nuttin’ to do with what happened to her. I was the good corporate citizen that reported it, remember?”


    “We know that,” said Kala, cutting off his sudden burst of anger. “We just need to find out where everybody was.”


    “Yeah, right,” said Bobby. “I got an idea how this works.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He handed Gundersund a card with the phone number of his supervisor. “Wayne was at the bar with me Friday and tonight.” His eyes went back to the television screen.


    “Did you know Leah at all?” asked Kala.


    “Nope. I keep to myself.”


    “Is there anything else you can tell us?” Gunder-sund asked.


    “Such as?”


    “Who might have killed Leah.”


    “I ain’t got absolutely no idea. A guy does his civic duty and all of a sudden you’re checking out his whereabouts and asking if he knew her killer. I think I’m all done talking.”


    “Thanks for your time,” said Kala. “We appreciate your assistance.” She kept her voice flat, hiding any trace of sarcasm.


    Out in the hall, Gundersund snapped his notebook shut and tucked it into his pocket. “Think the guy’s done time?”


    “It’s not a question of if, but how much and for what,” Kala said, starting down the stairs.


    She looked through the screen door at the bottom. A red-haired girl carrying a gym bag stood outside talking to one of the officers. As Kala reached the bottom of the stairwell, the gym bag hit the sidewalk with a thunk and the girl covered her mouth with both hands. Her scream filled the hallway.


    Kala turned to Gundersund. “Looks like the second floor tenant just arrived home.”


    The girl’s name was Becky Pringle and she’d been living in the top floor apartment for three years, two years longer than Leah Sampson had lived in the basement. They’d walked Becky upstairs into her apartment after rescuing her from a near collapse on the front steps. Kala sat with her on the couch while she cried. Gundersund signalled to Kala before leaving the room, and she soon heard the kettle boiling. He returned with a cup of tea that he placed into Becky’s shaking hands. She sipped it in choking slurps. Eventually her sobbing subsided.


    “I just can’t believe it. Anybody but Leah.”


    How many times had Kala heard these same words come out of victims’ mouths? Anybody but their loved one.


    “We know it’s been a terrible shock, but if you can tell us about Leah, it might help us to find out who did this to her.”


    “This is just unbelievable,” Becky repeated. “Leah and I liked to get together after work and have tea or something harder to drink. She was warm and funny. She was the kind of person who would do anything for you.”


    “Could you tell us where Leah worked?” asked Kala.


    “She was finishing up her Master’s thesis in psychology and just completed her last exam. She worked part-time at the crisis hotline on Queen’s campus.”


    “Did she have a boyfriend?”


    Becky paused. “They broke up about a month ago.”


    “What was his name?”


    “She called him Wolf. I don’t know his real name. He worked with her at the help line. I think they grew up in the same town. Do you think he…?”


    “We won’t jump to any conclusions. Do you know where her parents live?”


    “A little town near here, but I don’t know which one. Oh wait, she told me they sold their house and moved to Montreal. She was going to visit them at the end of the semester.”


    “Was Leah worried about anything or anybody recently?”


    “Yes. No. I’m sorry. My thoughts are all jumbled. She seemed lonelier after she broke up with Wolf and distracted the last few times we talked, but I wouldn’t say she was worried. She went away for a weekend last month for a break but she didn’t tell me where. We haven’t had a real chance to talk since she got back because of schoolwork or I would have asked her about her trip.”


    And now they never would. Kala could see the girl was near breaking. “Okay, Becky. That’s all for now. We’ll probably come back to see you again once you’ve had a chance to take all this in. Is there somebody you can call to come stay with you?”


    “My boyfriend. He lives a few blocks over.”


    “Good. It’s best you have someone to be with you now. This has been an awful shock.”


    They waited while she made the call. She spoke briefly and nodded after hanging up. “He’s on his way.”


    Kala and Gundersund stood and headed for the door. Gundersund stopped as Kala stepped onto the landing. “Becky, how long has Bobby Hamilton lived below you?”


    “About a year. Just a bit longer than Leah. She and I were hoping he’d move out so Leah could move into his apartment, but he wasn’t going anywhere soon so Leah was thinking about finding another place to live. Moving on up since she’d be done school and making money.” Becky’s voice caught in a sob.


    “I can stay until your boyfriend arrives,” said Kala. She motioned at Gundersund to go on without her. “I’ll meet you downstairs in a few minutes.” She started back toward the girl on the couch.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    The darkness gathered in the crevices and over the tree line the farther Kala drove west and away from downtown. She turned off the air conditioning and rolled the windows all the way down. The air smelled earthier and greener and she could almost see herself here for longer than a day. She drove past the limestone turrets and sand-covered walls of now-closed Kingston Penitentiary, continuing on past a drug store and single-home dwellings that lined both sides of the road. The pavement hugged Lake Ontario with stretches of beach and water shimmering through the trees in the moonlight. Taiku sat at attention next to her, taking in the view through the front windshield, his nose sniffing the air and the gusts of breeze ruffling his fur. Bonnie Raitt’s bluesy “River of Tears” filled the truck cab and trailed out the windows into the passing darkness of the countryside.


    Fifteen minutes from downtown, Kala glimpsed the turn-off to Old Front Road tucked inside a cove of brush and trees. “Almost there, boy,” she said, and reached over to ruffle Taiku’s head. She made a quick right and drove slowly down the paved road, peering at large homes behind the oak and maple trees. A few minutes down the gently curved road, she spotted the red mailbox on a white post that marked Marjory’s driveway on the left. She’d visited the year before on a long weekend when she was stationed in Ottawa. It had been the first time she and Marjory had ever met. Tonight, Marjory had left the outside lights on to guide her way.


    Kala parked the truck next to Marjory’s Subaru and leaned over Taiku to open the passenger door.


    “Out you go, boy.”


    She let him run down to the water and stood looking out over the lake while he snuffled through the underbrush and ran along the shoreline. The heat of the day had been broken by a breeze sweeping off the lake. Crickets chirped in the swaying sweet grass while a sprinkle of fireflies flashed in the grass near an ancient maple. The night air held the dusky scent of jasmine and roses from a garden built into the incline. Kala inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. She heard the back door open and turned in time to watch Marjory run lightly across the deck and down the steps to where she stood. Marjory enveloped her in a bear hug.


    “I was starting to get worried. I thought you might have gotten lost.”


    “I should have phoned but I got involved in a police call.”


    “In my heart I knew that you could look after yourself.” Marjory took a step back to look at Kala. “You’re thinner than last time I saw you, but you look rested.”


    They linked arms and started back toward the house, a greyish-blue two storey with a red roof. Taiku bounded ahead of them. “I’m so glad you made it tonight,” Marjory said. “I leave for Northern Ontario in the morning. I’m researching a court case that will take months.”


    Kala’s heart dropped. “I was hoping we could spend some time together. When will you be back?”


    “Likely not until November, and then only here for a visit. I’ll be gone a year, probably longer. I’d like you to stay and house-sit for me, that is if it suits your plans.”


    “I’m not sure how long I’ll be staying.”


    “When Ray called day before yesterday to tell me you were on your way, I told him that I was going to ask you to stay for a while. He said good luck with that.” Marjory smiled at her.


    Kala returned the smile with a shrug. “It’s just that I don’t know where I want to be.”


    A shrill whistling and the smell of marinating herbs, red wine, and beef greeted them as they stepped inside. Marjory turned, “I put the kettle on when I heard you pull in. I have stew on the stove if you’re hungry.”


    “I’m beyond hungry. It smells delicious.”


    Kala fed and watered Taiku while Marjory got the food ready. The kitchen was wide and bright with pine cabinets and a large window that looked out over the water. The grey slate tiles felt cool underneath Kala’s bare feet. The room’s neutral colours were warmed by a woven red-and-orange rug positioned under the pine table near the sliding patio doors. Kala looked down the hallway and into the living room at the Inuit paintings on the wall above a wood fireplace. She remembered them from her last visit.


    They took plates of stew, homemade dinner rolls, and a pot of tea to the back deck and settled themselves at the patio table. Marjory lit a camp lantern and candles while Kala poured the tea. Taiku flopped down at Kala’s feet and stretched out with a grunt. The distant sound of waves rolling onto the shore soothed something in Kala’s soul, like a faithful friend waiting to be rediscovered.


    “This is so good,” Kala chewed a spoonful of stew. She ate quickly, ravenous from hours in the truck and the energy used to comprehend the crime scene. The evening had gotten away on her. The nervous anticipation in the pit of her stomach when the murder call came in, the surge of adrenaline that always accompanied the first glimpse of a killer’s trail had kept her from thinking about her own needs until this moment relaxing on the deck with Marjory.


    “You went to see Ray?” Marjory asked.


    “Yeah. We flew in and canoed Sand Lakes. It took about a month. Your dad’s doing well for a guy in his seventies.”


    “Ray didn’t tell me why you were heading back this way.”


    “Just tying up loose ends.”


    “Ray told me that you found Rosie in Ottawa.”


    “That’s right. I was looking for her in Ottawa last year when I came to see you.” Kala had forgotten that she’d told Marjory. Now she wished she hadn’t because Rosie hadn’t cared enough to stick around once they’d made contact. The rejection still hurt.


    “You call her Lily, don’t you?”


    “Yeah. Rosie is Lily to me. She used to call me Sunny.” Kala grinned. “Hard to believe, I know.”


    “Ray said she’s got a daughter.”


    Kala nodded. “A twelve-year-old girl named Dawn. Nice kid. Lily’s involved with some guy who did time for robbery. They disappeared after I made contact.” She was silent, reliving the moment when she discovered them gone; the moment her dream of having a family evaporated like morning mist.


    Marjory shook her head. “Lily’s picked a difficult path. You must have found it hard to lose her so soon after finding her.”


    Kala nodded again but didn’t say anything.


    Marjory dropped her head and Kala knew she was deciding whether to keep going or leave the subject alone. Her dad, Ray, wouldn’t have said much, she knew that. Marjory raised her black eyes to Kala’s. They were kind eyes, non-judgmental eyes, the reason Kala had returned for a visit at Ray’s urging. Marjory nodded as if telling herself to let it go.


    “Ray and I had that falling out when I left Birdtail Rez to follow Tommy Lightside to Winnipeg. I was just sixteen years old — thirty years ago if you can believe it. God, I thought I knew it all back then, and man, was I wrong. It took a few years but I went back home and Ray … Dad was still there, waiting. He’s why I got on track and finished high school. I never would have gotten the law degree if I’d stayed with Tommy.”


    “I know what you’re trying to tell me,” Kala said. “It’s not going to happen in this case. Lily won’t be looking to change her life anytime soon.”


    “People have a way of coming around. Lily knows you’re there for her when she needs you. She still keeps in contact with Ray, if only sporadically. He’s there for her too.”


    “I wouldn’t put any money on Lily.” Kala wasn’t prepared to talk about her any longer.


    Marjory took the hint. “So, where are you planning to go when you leave here?” she asked. She refilled their mugs with tea and settled back against the cushions.


    “Back to Red Rock, although I’m not sure that’s even a good idea.”


    “Why not?”


    “It’s complicated, but the man I was seeing has moved on.” Moved on back to his wife and baby. “I just don’t want to stir up what’s best left alone.” Kala put her fork down and leaned over to pet Taiku’s head. “I guess Taiku and I’ll stay here and house-sit until you finish your research up north. This might be the space I need to figure things out.”


    “Well now, that would be a help to me. I’ll be on the road a lot these next few years and worry about leaving this place empty.”


    “I’ll just commit to the next month if that’s okay with you. I’ll be here in November when you return but can’t promise anything longer.”


    “Fair enough.”


    Marjory lowered her head to eat but not before Kala saw a smile turn up the corners of her lips. Kala picked up her fork and dug it into the warm stew. With a slight nod in Marjory’s direction she acknowledged Marjory and Ray’s small victory of manipulating her into this decision before tucking into the last of her meal.


    An hour later, Kala settled into the back bedroom on the second floor. She’d slept here on her one previous visit and was happy to be back in this small room with its casement window and window seat looking out over the water. She propped herself up on the cushions for a while, letting the day’s events settle and her mind decompress until she felt that she could sleep. Taiku appeared to also have remembered being in this room on their one and only visit. He’d immediately stretched out on the hooked rug at the foot of the bed, snorted a long sigh, and fallen asleep.


    Kala reached across and opened the window as wide as it would go. The wind rushed in as if it had been lurking outside, waiting for an invitation. It blew the hair back from her face and billowed the curtains around her. It filled her nostrils and lungs. No matter how difficult her day had been, the wind always made her feel connected to something bigger than herself. It brought her a measure of peace.


    She stepped back and slipped out of her clothes, then climbed naked between the crisp sheets on the double brass bed. She lay awake a while longer, listening to the waves lap onto the shore as she began to drift off to sleep. Rouleau’s concerned face, strong and sure, hovered above her just out of reach as she finally let go of the day.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    Dalal took her sister’s hand and gently traced the lifeline carved into her small palm. They lay side by side in the hammock between the two fir trees, rocking gently in their cooling shade and the swaying light that slipped like liquid gold through the leaves.


    “You will have a long life, Meeza, and I see two boyfriends in your future. One will be tall and rich and the other will be a poor, handsome boy who truly loves you. You will be very happy if you follow your heart.”


    Dalal pulled her hand away and let her arm rest across her forehead. Her long black hair was tied back with a purple silk scarf. It was desperately hot but they both wore skirts to their ankles and long-sleeved blouses.


    Meeza giggled and ran her index finger along the line her sister had just traced. “Do you think I will live with you and your husband when I get married? I don’t think I’d want to be in a house if you aren’t there.” Her eyes changed like quicksilver, from dancing stars to pools of misery.


    Dalal lowered her arm and grabbed Meeza’s hand firmly in hers. “Don’t worry, little sister. I won’t ever leave you. Besides, you are only twelve years old and we’ll be living together for a long time yet.”


    “But you’re fifteen and so much older than me.”


    “Fifteen in six months. I have three more years of high school before I go to college. I’ll probably still have to live at home even then.”


    She didn’t dare think about the work it was going to take to convince her father to let her study to become a nurse. Already she’d begun dropping hints. Nobody had said no to her wishes and she took this as a good sign.


    “I don’t like it when people leave.” Meeza pouted and moved her leg away from Dalal’s.


    “I don’t either.”


    They lay quietly, letting the wind rock them and trying not to think about the event that they were not allowed to talk about. Meeza began singing a song she’d learned in school and Dalal knew she’d gotten over her sadness of a moment before. The thing about Meeza was that she never held a thought or emotion for long. Dalal closed her eyes and felt her body relax. The soothing motion of the swing and the warmth of the sun even in the shade were making her drowsy. She was almost asleep when Meeza stopped her chant and poked Dalal in the side.


    “I heard a car door. Daddy’s home.”


    “We’ll have to start supper.”


    Dalal felt the lurch of the hammock as Meeza launched herself onto the lawn. She watched Meeza race toward the back gate to head off their father before he made it to the front door. Meeza might be nearly twelve years old but she had the mind of a much younger child. The teachers had been telling her parents for years that Meeza needed to go into a special class. They’d called her a simple child with special learning needs. After her report card and a late afternoon call from the school, her parents and older brother Ghazi had huddled together like plotting generals. They’d gone for a meeting the next day and returned without saying what had happened. Dalal knew her parents wouldn’t allow Meeza to bring dishonour, whether real or imagined, to the household. Sure enough, Meeza remained in the same class and was promoted at the end of the year without any more phone calls from the teacher.


    Dalal reached into her pocket for her cellphone and checked her messages. A text from Joe! She read it quickly before erasing it and tucking the phone back into her pocket. It wasn’t safe to answer him back.


    Her father and Meeza came through the gate a few seconds later, Meeza holding onto his hand and skipping at his side. Her father looked sternly in Dalal’s direction as if he sensed her guilt.


    “Ghazi will be home from his course in half an hour and he’ll be hungry. What are you doing lying there without supper started?”


    Dalal jumped to her feet. “I’m sorry, Father. I’ll get it going right now.”


    “See that you do and take Meeza with you. She needs to learn how to prepare a meal.”


    Dalal hurried across the lawn, but an unsettling thought made her stare at her father as she neared him and Meeza. What were her parents and Ghazi hatching now for Meeza? Were they going to send her to be a helper for another family? Dalal wouldn’t put it past them. She held out her hand to Meeza as she walked by.


    “Come, Meeza. You can make the rice tonight.”


    “Oh goody,” said Meeza, clapping her hands. She leaped into the air and twirled on one foot before reaching for Dalal’s hand.


    Dalal turned at the door and looked at her father again. He stood tall and motionless in the full heat of the sun, watching them with laser-beam eyes. Dalal smiled in his direction, but a sudden cold tingling up her spine made her hand slip from the door knob. She banged her shoulder against the door before she managed to twist the handle open. Meeza squealed when Dalal yanked her into the kitchen away from their father’s piercing stare.


    The bad stuff’s not over yet, Dalal thought. And I have no idea how to stop it.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    Rouleau introduced Kala to the rest of the team first thing the next morning. She shook hands with Ed Chalmers and Zack Woodhouse, then took a seat next to Gundersund. They were in a small boardroom down the hall from their offices. Kala had already been taken on a quick tour after getting a temporary building pass and signing some paperwork that made her an auxiliary officer on loan from the Ottawa force.


    Rouleau watched Vera cross the room in her tight pencil skirt and six-inch heels with Kala’s paperwork in hand and thanked whatever deity had brought her to the chief’s door. She’d performed bureaucratic miracles all before eight-thirty in the morning. Her head tilted toward him and she winked just before stepping outside and pulling the door shut behind her. Rouleau noticed that Kala had witnessed the exchange but her face remained impassive. Rouleau was happy to be a man who didn’t blush easily. He looked directly at Kala. “Right. Chalmers and Woodhouse have been brought up to speed about Leah Sampson’s murder. What you don’t know is that we’re also working on a spousal rape case, so we’re spread thin this week.”


    “Where would you like me?” asked Kala.


    “You’ll be teamed with Gundersund and leading on the Sampson murder. However, Chalmers and Woodhouse might need you to help on the rape case, so be prepared to go between the two, if necessary.” He broadened his gaze to include the others. “Everyone is going to have to be flexible, so keep up-to-date on both files. We’ll have debriefs every morning at seven-thirty. I’ll be coordinating both and dealing with media, needless to say, with Heath’s assistance.”


    “His forte,” said Woodhouse. The others smiled at some inside joke. Kala guessed that the unmet chief must fancy himself a media star. The knowledge might come in handy down the road.


    “Calls have been coming in. The Whig and the CBC are probing the murder story. We’ve even had calls from the Globe and Post.”


    What Rouleau couldn’t say was that he had little faith in Ed Chalmers, who was close to retirement and dogging it. Woodhouse was in his early forties but had shown little initiative. The two men even looked alike — both balding with middle age paunches. Woodhouse was taller and wore glasses, but aside from that they could have been brothers. Around the station they were known as Lazy and Lazier.


    “So, Chalmers and Woodhouse, start interviewing neighbours and co-workers — anyone who knew Brian and Della Munroe. We need evidence to back up Della’s story if it’s true.”


    “We’re on it,” said Chalmers.


    Rouleau wished he could find faith in Chalmers’s words, but failed. “Gundersund, can you sit in on the Sampson autopsy this morning?”


    Gundersund nodded.


    “We’ve located her parents in Montreal and they’re on their way, and the autopsy is scheduled for right after they see her. Stonechild, I want you to check out the staff where Leah worked. Her murder could be tied into her personal life or the help line. The killer might have been a stranger, but if so, why torture her? See what you can find out and bring along Officer Marquette. He’s waiting at his desk for you.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Check in as you go and I’ll let you know next assignments.”


    Everyone stood and started for the door. Gundersund fell into step with Kala.


    “Do you have the help line address on campus?”


    “No, but it shouldn’t be hard to track down.”


    “I’ll call you when the autopsy’s done to find out where you are. Can I have your cell number?”


    She recited the number and he jotted it down in his notebook.


    Gail Pankhurst lurched forward a step and dropped into the empty chair facing Jucinda and Nate sitting on the couch. Jucinda’s melodramatic announcement that Leah had been murdered kept repeating in her brain like a news bulletin stuck on replay.


    “I can’t fucking believe it,” Nate said. “No fucking way.” His face was the colour of whipped meringue. He slumped back and held onto his chest as if he’d been shot.


    “Well believe it,” said Jucinda. “The cop in there talking to Mark and Professor Tadesco is 100 percent certain. Plus, Leah missed her shift yesterday and again today, so that would appear to clinch it.”


    “Where’s Wolf?” asked Gail, her head swivelling around the office. “Does he know?”


    Jucinda shook her head. “Mark called him to come to the centre but didn’t tell him why.”


    The two women exchanged looks and the expression on Jucinda’s face sent a jolt through Gail’s nether regions. Juicy was smiling, her lips lifted at the corners, with a smug look in her eyes as if someone had handed her a gift. Gail recalled her vitriolic condemnation of Leah the day before and her interest in Wolf. She squirmed at a sudden rush of guilt at her own part in the conversation. For God’s sake, Leah might have already been dead when they were discussing her loose morals, her spirit hovering in the room, listening to herself being called a slut. Surely Juicy had nothing to do with Leah’s death, but her smile was disturbing. Gail swung her eyes back toward the office.


    “Who’s that with Beach Boy and Tadesco?”


    “It’s a detective. Stonechild, I think she said her name was,” Nate roused himself to respond. “And she brought along a police officer.”


    “Christ,” Gail said. Her stomach rolled and she swallowed hard. Sweat was making her armpits wet. She was glad she’d worn a sleeveless white top that wouldn’t show the dark stains.


    Mark’s office door opened and the detective crossed the floor in their direction. Gail stared over: an Aboriginal, about their age, younger than thirty anyhow. She had long black hair tied back in a ponytail and black eyes that were drinking them in, assessing and processing. Dressed in navy slacks and a white shirt, the detective looked lean, muscular, and confident, everything Gail knew herself not to be.


    “Hello, I’m Detective Stonechild,” the woman said upon reaching them. “I know the news of Leah’s death has come as a shock, but it would help our investigation if I could speak with each of you individually.” She looked down at her notepad. “I’ll start with Jucinda Rivera. Please follow me into your supervisor’s office. Gail Pankhurst and then Nathan Anders will follow. Officer Marquette will stay with you. I’d appreciate it if you do not discuss anything about Leah amongst yourselves. Thanks.”


    Wow, no messing around. Gail felt that sick feeling back in her stomach. They were actually being interrogated, like on a police show, but this was no work of fiction.


    The detective turned and Jucinda rose to follow, throwing a rolling eye glance in Gail’s direction. Lucky for her, Marquette had his back turned. He was leaning against Gail’s desk and pulled out his cellphone as she passed by him. Mark and the professor joined Nate on the couch.


    “Well, this wasn’t what I was expecting today when I got dressed for work,” Gail said. Nobody smiled and she couldn’t really blame them. Making light when their colleague had just been murdered was in extremely bad taste, but she had to cope somehow. Every inch of her body felt like it was burning up with fever. She even smelled rancid, fear changing her body odour to something putrid and disgusting.


    A curious thought came to her as she looked at the three stooges — Tadesco, Nate, and Mark — lined up as if they were facing a firing squad. Juicy had said that Leah was sleeping around with a married man. Could it be one of these three? She studied them to see if any was more broken up than the others, but had to admit they all looked devastated. Tadesco won out in the red-eyed category though. She looked at him again.


    Immaculate blue suit and open-necked shirt the colour of daffodils, tall with jet-black hair gelled back, and a Mediterranean complexion. Attractive enough if you liked the Italian-prince-slash-GQ look. He was the hotline’s staunchest supporter and considered a socialist — a handicap the wealthier right-wing students overlooked because his psych classes were so interesting and he was such an easy marker. His wife, on the other hand, was an unpopular English prof. Medieval lit major, a horsey face, and expensive silk dresses labelled her elitist and stuck up. Rumour had it that she was cold in the sack. There might have been enough dissatisfaction in their marriage for Leah to move in on Tadesco. As Gail watched, Tadesco leaned into Mark. Gail shifted forward to hear their exchange.


    “I have to get over to the president’s office. He’ll need to speak with media and put out a news release. A murder on campus could create mass hysteria if not handled properly,” Tadesco said quietly.


    Mark and Tadesco both lifted their heads to look at the officer, who was just tucking his phone into his pocket.


    Mark nodded. “You’ve already given a statement so it should be okay.”


    “I just feel helpless sitting here when I know time is of the essence for keeping this contained.”


    Tadesco stood and strode over to talk with Marquette. Tadesco was the kind of man who strode, not walked. Gail thought he was a self-confident son of a bitch and maybe colder than his wife, if his words were anything to go by.


    Marquette and Tadesco discussed his departure in low voices and then Tadesco called across the room to Mark. “I’ll talk to you later. I’ll be available by Blackberry if you need to reach me.” He broadened his look to include Nate and Gail. “We’ll get through this. Stay strong, kids, and I’ll be back later so we can talk.”


    Gail felt she should pump her fist in solidarity but instead waved a hand in his direction and wondered why his promise for a tête-à-tête sounded like a warning. The person he probably should be telling to keep quiet was Juicy, but she was already spilling her guts to the detective. If Tadesco was the married boyfriend and Juicy knew it, things could go badly for his marriage and career. The university was strict about enforcing its rules regarding professors fraternising with students, especially if the student was in their class. Leah had been in Tadesco’s this year and last.


    Gail felt a surge of excitement replace the horror and dread. She itched to get out her laptop to start a new file about the murder and the players in Leah’s life. This could turn into the biggest psychological study ever and she was going to have a front-row seat. At least making this into another human experiment would take her mind off the horrible end that Leah had suffered. It might help her to make sense of the unfathomable and it could turn into a thesis that might get her published. What was that saying? Every cloud has a silver lining. It might sound crass, but life had to carry on and you had to make the most of whatever bounty fell your way.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    Kala sat in her truck and checked the address she’d copied into her notebook when Mark Withers brought up Wolf’s personnel file on his computer. She pulled out her map of Kingston from the glove compartment and traced the route with her finger. Wolf Edwards lived outside the campus, heading northwest.


    She tossed the map onto the passenger seat and started the engine. If there’d been a common thread running through every interview, it had been the boyfriend Wolf and his recent split with Leah Sampson. Jucinda Rivera was the only one who’d said Leah had been sleeping around on him with a married man, but she’d stopped short of giving a name. Gail Pankhurst had admitted that Leah and Wolf dated at one time, but clammed up about their breakup.


    How angry had Wolf been at Leah’s infidelity? Angry enough to torture her? Men did crazy shit when women left them. Sometimes men you would never suspect of being capable of violence.


    Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She slowed the truck and pulled over to the curb. Scanning the tree-lined street ahead, she counted mainly oak and maple with the odd poplar. Old trees in an old town. She held the phone to her ear.


    “Yeah?” Shit. Gundersund. She’d forgotten all about him.


    “Where are you?” he asked.


    “Just finished up the interviews and am heading to see Leah’s ex-boyfriend, who lives northwest of the university on Centennial Drive. He also worked at the help line until recently. Autopsy over?”


    “No. The parents were late and had a hard time with their daughter’s death. They were with her a while so we’re about an hour behind. I just stepped out to call you. Maybe you should wait for me and we can go together. What’s the guy’s name?”


    “They call him Wolf. Last name Edwards. Has the coroner found anything yet?”


    “Says she died sometime in the early morning hours on Saturday. There are bruises all over her torso and broken ribs. The fingers on one hand are mashed. She has rope burns on her wrists and ankles where the bastard tied her to the chair. Whoever it was cut her superficially all over her body, but the knife wound in her stomach was deep and nicked her liver. She died when she bled out.”


    Kala let out her breath but didn’t say anything. She watched a squirrel do a high wire act above the road in front of her. A cardinal flashed red in its flight between two trees. She thought about all the normal life that had been going on while Leah Sampson was strapped to a chair, being beaten and cut.


    Gundersund’s voice dropped. “Her crawl to the living room must have been excruciating.”


    She could hear the gentle in and out of his breathing in her ear. She wondered if he was waiting for her to react. If so, he was going to wait a long time. “I’ll come back in after I’ve interviewed the ex,” she said before the emptiness on the line stretched out too long. “Don’t worry, I’m used to working alone.”


    She turned off the phone without waiting for his reply and flung it onto the map lying next to her.


    Gundersund slipped his phone back into his pocket and thought about having a cigarette. Autopsies were stressful and being teamed with Stonechild was becoming another thing to worry about. What was she doing tracking down a prime suspect by herself, especially someone named Wolf? He could feel the beginnings of a headache starting up behind his right temple.


    He’d quit the habit for two months and three days but could conjure up the taste of nicotine and the round feel of one between his fingers at will. Usually, it was enough. This autopsy was the first real test of his resolve and it was weakening. All he had to do was step outside and head to the smoking area on the north side of the building where he could easily bum one. He could feel the pull.


    He looked down the hallway. Fiona was walking toward him with two coffees in her hands. The baggy green scrubs hid her slender body and the heart tattoo on her left shoulder. Her rubber-soled shoes squeaked on the waxed floor. She stopped a foot away and handed over one of the Styrofoam cups. Her fingers touched his hand longer than they needed to.


    “No sugar, right?”


    “You remembered.”


    “I remember lots of stuff when it comes to you.”


    Gundersund laughed to cover his discomfort. “Let’s not dredge up the bad memories. As I recall, you had a long list of my failings by the time you moved out.”


    She tilted her head so that her blond hair swung over one shoulder. Her perfume filled the space between them. It was spicier than what she’d worn when they were together. “We had more good than bad between us.” She sipped her coffee. Her blue eyes stared into his. “I’m living alone again.”


    “What happened to the surgeon?”


    “Long gone. Why don’t you come for dinner tomorrow night? I could barbeque steaks, bake some potatoes, uncork a bottle of red.”


    “This case will probably have me tied up.” He was quite certain that taking her up on her offer was a very bad idea.


    “Well, if you end up free, the invitation’s always there.” She pushed the door behind them open with her hip and stepped inside the autopsy room. She looked over her shoulder. “Coming? I’m cutting into her brain next.”


    “Well, since you put it that way.”


    He followed his wife through the door and realized he’d forgotten all about the cigarette, but he hadn’t forgotten about the maddening Kala Stonechild. He should call Rouleau to let him know what she was up to, but that would alienate her and get their partnership off to a bad start. He’d try to finish up early here and track her down. She was turning out to be just one more woman out to make his life hell.


    Guitar music circled the house from the backyard. Kala pushed open the gate and followed a brick path into a small patio area wrapped in flower gardens and shrubs. A man sat on a stool with his back to her, a guitar in his lap, one leather-sandaled foot crossed over the other leg. She recognized a Gordon Lightfoot song: “Railroad Trilogy.” The man’s brown hair was pulled back into a curly ponytail. He was shirtless, his broad shoulders and back lean and muscled. When he turned around, Kala saw why he’d been nicknamed Wolf. The lower half of his face was bearded and his eyes were almond-shaped and a curious shade of green and gold. His hands and body went still.


    “Yes? Can I help you?”


    She stepped around clay flowerpots bursting with begonias and impatiens. Thyme grew between the bricks at her feet, sending up a dusky fragrance as she walked closer. “Are you Wolf Edwards?”


    “I am. And who might you be?” He smiled, his face friendly, unguarded.


    She pulled the ID from her pocket that Vera had typed up that very morning and watched his expression alter. “Detective Kala Stonechild. I’m here about Leah Sampson.” She was now a metre from him. She stood in full sun while he sat in the shade of a blowsy willow tree that draped around him, only a short distance above his head. His brow furrowed as he read the ID and for a moment, she hesitated.


    He lifted his eyes to hers. “Has she gotten herself into trouble?”


    “I’m sorry to say that she’s been murdered,” Kala said. The words never came out soft enough, but how could they?


    Wolf started to stand and then fell back. He stared at her as if seeking evidence in her eyes that she was lying. When he couldn’t find any, he gripped the neck of the guitar with both hands and levered it upward, level with his chest. He began to swing it into the trunk of the willow tree but instead swung it past and into a rose bush several feet away. Kala stood stock still in front of him and waited, unfazed by his anger. She’d seen every reaction imaginable after delivering this news, from complete denial to physical illness. Without warning, he stood and kicked the stool against the trunk of the tree. One sob ripped through his throat into the silence of the garden. Kala took a step closer and put a hand onto his forearm.


    “Should we go inside and sit?” she asked quietly. “I can tell you what I know.”


    His back straightened. He searched her face, his eyes seeking purchase. “I need to know what happened.” Each word seemed ripped from his throat.


    He turned abruptly and led her through a torn screen door directly into a kitchen. She took in a clean square room with a green tile floor and white cupboards. A wooden blind hung at a crooked angle over an open window. The sun streamed in through the open slats. She crossed to the table, ignoring the remains of a joint in an overflowing ash tray. They sat across from each other at the pine table.


    “Tell me,” he said.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    I can’t share much, but we believe Leah was killed late Friday night or early Saturday morning in her apartment. When was the last time you saw her?” Kala pulled a notebook and pen from her handbag and sat back, waiting for Wolf to answer.


    “I walked her home after she finished her shift on Friday. I watched her go into the house where she’s living. It was around nine-thirty. Then I met a buddy at the campus pub. Did it happen in her apartment?”


    “Yes. Did you see anybody on the street or hanging around near her building?”


    Wolf shook his head. “Was somebody waiting for her? If I’d walked her to her apartment door, would she still be alive?” He moaned and dropped his head into his hands. When he lifted his eyes to hers a minute later, they were wet. “I’d like to see her.”


    “In time. Can I have the name and address of the buddy you met that night?”


    “This is a waste of time.”


    “It’s called crossing out possibilities.”


    He sighed and gave her the information while she took it down. “How did you meet Leah?”


    “I don’t see how this is going to be of any value.”


    “It will help me piece together who she was and hopefully lead to who killed her.”


    “From finding out when I met her?”


    “It’s just one piece of her life. It could lead to more avenues for us to investigate.”


    “High school. My parents moved to Brockville when I was seventeen and she’d grown up there. She was in grade nine and I was three years ahead. We lived on the same street and walked home together one day.”


    “Did you begin dating then?”


    “No. I thought of her more like a little sister. In fact, she hung out with my younger sister, Amber. You know how it is in high school. A three-year age difference is a lot when it comes to dating.”


    “But things changed.”


    “I started in psychology at Queen’s and saw her whenever I went home, usually at our house. She and Amber remained best friends through high school and our house was where they spent their time. Leah came to Queen’s four years ago and we started going out her second year.”


    “You’re finishing up your Ph.D. this year,” Kala said.


    Wolf nodded without asking how she knew. “I took a year off and travelled after my masters.”


    “While you were dating Leah?”


    “Yeah. We’d just started going out but I’d had the trip to India planned and didn’t want to miss the opportunity. I was volunteering with a children’s orphanage. Leah stayed here and carried on with her studies.”


    Kala thought this man sounded too good to be true. “I understand that you and Leah broke up a few months ago. Could you tell me about that?”


    Wolf shifted in his chair and avoided looking at her. Perhaps he’d realized for the first time how wrong this could all go. He crossed his arms across his chest and scowled.


    “Leah had started up with a married man and I asked her to choose. She told me that I was insane. But Leah’d been secretive and gone one weekend without explanation. I could read guilt on her face. There was enough evidence that I knew it was true.”


    “Do you have a name?”


    “No.”


    Kala searched his face. He’d answered too quickly, but she’d give him a little leeway … for now. He’d just had a major shock and perhaps hadn’t fully comprehended what was at stake when it came to proving his innocence.


    “Can I see Leah now?” he asked.


    Kala wrote her cellphone number on a piece of paper and ripped it out of her notebook. She set the paper on the table in front on him and stood. She looked down at him. “We’re currently doing an autopsy. Leah’s parents are here and perhaps you should contact them about the arrangements. We’ll be releasing her body once all the forensics are completed.”


    “Her father’s here?”


    “Yes. Is there something I should know?”


    Wolf shook his head again and looked down at the table.


    “When you’re ready to tell me something of substance, I’ll be ready to hear it,” said Kala. She pointed to the paper. “That’s my cellphone number. Call me anytime. I should also advise you not to go anywhere. We’ll certainly be back to speak with you again.”


    She left by the back door and was stepping over the trailing vines on her way to the gate when he came outside and called to her.


    “You didn’t tell me how she died. I think you owe me that.”


    She stopped and faced him. He reminded her of too many other people who’d just found out the world as they knew it had ended. Maybe she didn’t owe him anything, but the anguish on his face gave her pause. She took a few more steps and raised her hand to push open the gate. She looked over her shoulder at him.


    “Leah died of a stab wound. We’re following up on every lead, I promise you that.”


    He took a second to digest her words before nodding. He wiped his forehead and pushed the hair from his eyes, then he pulled the door shut and disappeared inside.


    It was nearly six o’clock and Rouleau could feel his stomach rumble with hunger. He’d breakfasted on four cups of coffee and a stale doughnut and missed lunch. He decided to get through the day’s reports quickly and head to his father’s to cook the steaks, still wrapped in brown paper in the meat cooler from the day before. He’d gotten home too late from the murder scene to cook supper and his father had managed with a sandwich. He’d said that morning that he would wait for Rouleau to get home even if it meant a late meal.


    There was a knock on his office door and Gundersund entered. The big man looked tired, the scar on his cheek sharper than usual against his pale skin. He took the seat across from Rouleau.


    “Any word from Stonechild?”


    “Not yet.” Rouleau looked over Gundersund’s shoulder. “But it looks like she’s just arrived.”


    Rouleau watched her crossing the floor in the outer office to her desk. He raised a hand and signalled for her to come into his. She hesitated, then walked past her desk and pushed open his office door, flashing Gundersund a quick smile before taking the seat next to him.


    Gundersund’s eyes fixed on Rouleau as he recapped the day’s progress. “We think somebody grabbed her just inside her apartment. There’s no sign of a forced entry so the attacker could have been waiting in the laundry room. It’s the most likely scenario.”


    Kala interrupted. “I spoke with Wolf Edwards, who walked her home Friday night. He watched her go up the sidewalk to the house but didn’t see anybody lurking outside.”


    “He’s the ex-boyfriend?” asked Rouleau.


    “Yeah, but I got the feeling he didn’t know about her death. He seemed genuinely grief-stricken. He gave me the name of a friend he met up with after he dropped Leah off. That’s why I’m late. I went to check Rick Carlson out. He wasn’t home so we’ll have to follow up.” Her eyes darted to Gundersund and then straight ahead.


    Rouleau looked from Kala back to Gundersund, who sat silently, his hands still in his lap. “The door-to-door interviews haven’t come up with anything else. Nobody saw or heard anything. What about the autopsy?” Rouleau asked Gundersund.


    “What I told Kala this afternoon about the autopsy hasn’t changed much. Leah’s ribs and fingers on her right hand were smashed in addition to lots of other bruising. She was superficially cut with a knife over a good part of her body but the thrust in her stomach killed her. Fiona says we’re looking for a hunting knife most likely, six-inch blade.”


    “Was she raped?”


    “No.”


    “What about her co-workers?” Rouleau swung his eyes back to Kala. “Find out anything useful?”


    “Hard to say. It’s going to take a few visits to get all the secrets out of them.”


    “Well tomorrow, Kala, you’ll be working with Chalmers and Woodhouse on the rape case. Gundersund can make the follow up call to the help line.”


    “But …” Kala began.


    Rouleau held up a hand. “I know. This is hardly the time to split you up, but the two of them need a woman’s point of view. I apologize if that sounds sexist, but I assure you it’s a compliment. You can move back and forth between the two files.”


    “The two of them already given up?” asked Gundersund, amused. “Or have they got a lead that needs chasing down?”


    “They got nothing today that we didn’t already have,” Rouleau said. “I need some imagination on this file.” He slid a folder across the desk in her direction. “A little light reading for your evening’s entertainment.”


    “How did you guys ever get along without me?” Kala asked, reaching for it.


    “Not all that well obviously,” Gundersund said.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Gundersund watched Stonechild as he packed up his desk to head home. She’d started up her computer and was now hunched over the file that Rouleau had given her. He didn’t find her pretty in the regular sense of the word. Arresting. That was the word he’d use. High cheekbones, dark eyes with so much hidden in their depths anybody could get lost just trying to find a way in, long legs, and a toned body. She looked unapproachable; an island unto herself.


    She flipped a page and set down the file, typing her password on the keyboard. Her eyes skimmed the computer screen then lifted toward him. He was leaning back in his chair, hands folded behind his head.


    “Did you need something?” she asked.


    “No, but I thought you might like to grab a bite to eat.”


    “What, now?”


    “It’s past suppertime, so yeah now.”


    “I have to read up on this rape case.”


    “Well, if you come eat with me, I can tell you what’s in the file since I wrote everything in it.” He smiled. “I can even tell you what I didn’t include.”


    She studied him a moment longer, biting her bottom lip as she considered the offer. “I guess I could eat.”


    “Then let’s go.” Gundersund stood and waited for her to pack up her bag and shut down her computer.


    “Where are you staying?” he asked as they walked out of the building.


    “Heading toward Bath, on the Old Front Road.”


    He stopped for a second, then resumed walking as he said, “No kidding. We must be neighbours. I moved out that way about a year ago.”


    “I’m staying at a friend’s. Marjory Littlebear.”


    “The land claims lawyer?”


    It was Kala’s turn to stop. “You know her?”


    “I’m just down the road. She’d come over Sunday evenings and we’d walk my dog. I have a border collie named Minny.” He watched Stonechild’s face but couldn’t tell if the news pleased her or not. If he had to guess, he’d bet on the side of not. “What were the odds?” he asked smiling.


    Her face closed down but not before he saw the grimace. “I like my privacy,” she said. “You might not find me as good a neighbour as Marjory. She’s gone for a month or so.”


    “She told me last week she might be going North on short notice,” said Gundersund. “I guess you could be her replacement, seeing as how you have a dog needs walking too.”


    They continued toward the parking lot. He shortened his strides to match hers. “Is that your truck?” he asked, pointing to a black Ford. When she nodded, he said, “Mine is the silver Camero over there. We can meet up at the Merchant Tap House at the bottom of Princess Street. I can lead if you like.”


    “I passed by it in my travels.” She glanced over to his car. “Nice wheels. What year?”


    “It’s second hand 2010. My pride and joy. See you in a bit then.” He started to cross the parking lot but stopped and turned when she called his name. She’d opened her truck door and stood with one foot on the riser.


    “My dog Taiku doesn’t like other dogs much. You’re better off taking those Sunday walks without us.”


    She slid into her front seat and slammed the door without waiting for his response.


    The first dinner crowd shift had finished and the pub staff was regrouping for the nine o’clock rush. The hostess offered them their choice of seats. Gundersund followed Kala through the tables to the back corner in the smaller room to their right with a window overlooking Princess Street. Night had fallen and candles flickered on the tables.


    They took a few minutes to read the menu and order: bangers and mash with a pint of Guinness for Gundersund; chicken burger, fries, and salad with a soda and cranberry for Stonechild.


    Gundersund stretched out his legs under the table, angling them so he wasn’t crowding Stonechild. He liked this bar. It didn’t pretend to be anything but a place to drink. The food was basic too: no pretentious sauces or fancy presentation. Rock and roll pumped through the speakers. His kind of music. Tunes that never wore out.


    “This place has a good feel,” said Stonechild, as if reading his mind. She leaned back in her chair and stretched out her legs alongside his.


    He nodded his agreement. “So how long have you known Rouleau?” he asked. For the first time that day, the pinched look left her face and she smiled.


    “Not long. We met last summer in Ottawa when I went to work on his team. We hit it off.”


    Two peas in a pod as far as Gundersund could see — a twin set of loners. “I heard he was married.”


    “Are you digging for dirt, Officer Gundersund?” asked Kala. Her smile widened.


    He grinned back. “Maybe. It’s good to know who you’re working with.”


    “Rouleau was married but now he’s single. His ex-wife remarried last year but she’s been ill. Rouleau doesn’t talk about it.” Her gaze studied him. “I found this out from my last partner in Ottawa. We’re detectives after all. So how about you? Married or single?”


    “Separated.”


    “This job is tough on relationships.” He heard genuine regret in her voice.


    “We’re cop clichés all right,” he said.


    Their food arrived and they agreed to talk work after they’d eaten. Gundersund glanced across at Stonechild as she ate the food. She ate like a kid, not caring if anybody watched her devour every morsel, licking her fingers as ketchup oozed from the burger. A spot of relish dimpled her cheek. Gundersund grinned and bit into one of the sausages. The smoky taste laced with garlic, cayenne, and rosemary spread like fire across his taste buds.


    Fiona had picked at the meals he’d cooked her, saying she wasn’t hungry, but he knew it was vanity driving her small appetite. She’d feared growing out of her size four clothes as if her worth was tied up in a dress size. She’d hated his complacency about putting on weight and getting old. When he knew their relationship was going south, he’d started going to the gym to prove he was open to changing for her. After she’d left, he kept going, hoping it would bring her home. At some point, he’d just given up the fight and stopped working out.


    Kala pushed her empty plate toward the edge of the table and sighed contentedly. “So what’s the story on Chalmers and Woodhouse?”


    Gundersund took one last bite of mashed potatoes and put his plate on top of hers. “Let’s say they’re not known for their relentless search for the truth. Rouleau was saddled with them as was the last series of inspectors in his job. Chalmers used to be good but he doesn’t care anymore. Retirement is on his horizon and he’s been easing into it for a while. Unfortunately, he and Woodhouse found each other. They share the same work ethic.”


    “Hard to get rid of somebody, even if they’re not pulling their weight.”


    “Woodhouse and Chalmers are banking on it. I give Chalmers another year at the most before he starts in on his pension. Maybe it’s not too late for Woodhouse to be re-educated once he gets a new partner.”


    “There are just the four of us plus Rouleau?”


    “With cut backs, that’s it for our investigative team. The city and region is just over a hundred and fifty thousand people and major crimes are usually low, although you wouldn’t know it by this week. Murders are rare.”


    “What about the rape case? Della Munroe.”


    Gundersund nodded. “This is a university town so we get rapes. A spousal rape is an oddity.”


    “From what I read in the report, there’s physical evidence. Do you think Brian Munroe did it?”


    Gundersund silently replayed the facts before answering. “Yes, I do. She had bruising inside her thighs as well as other places and he admitted to hurting her before. He’s adamantly denying the charges though. He sounded convincing, I have to say.”


    “Great. It’s a he said/she said.”


    “The prosecutor should be able to make a good case. Della had a girlfriend named Celia Paules who backs up the abuse and jealousy. It sounded like Della Munroe was going to divorce him, so their kid could become the issue. Any judge in their right mind is going to give her sole custody.”


    Kala looked out the window, withdrawing into herself, a memory of something darkening her expression.


    “It’s been a long day,” said Gundersund softly, sorry for whatever he’d said to make her mood change so quickly. “Why don’t we go home and get some rest, because tomorrow is going to be just as long.”


    Kala turned her face toward him. “You’re right. Thanks, Gundersund.”


    “For what?”


    “No reason. Just thanks for inviting me to dinner and filling me in. I know you didn’t need to.”


    “Anytime. We’re partners, don’t forget.”


    “I won’t.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    Taiku padded across the deck and laid his head on Kala’s knee. She dropped her hand and rubbed him behind the ears while staring through the darkness in the direction of the lake. The full moon illuminated the woods enough to see the dark outlines of trees. Above the horizon, stars punched through the black velvet sky like polished diamonds. She could smell the grass and the perfume from sweet peas climbing the trellis below her feet.


    “Can’t sleep either, boy?” Kala asked. She’d slept a few hours before waking disoriented, her heart pounding until she remembered where she was. After that, she hadn’t been able to relax enough to drift off. The Leah Sampson crime scene had played on a loop in her head. Imagining the girl’s last frantic moments was a disturbing image that kept bringing her back from the edge of sleep.


    She pulled the blanket tighter around herself and closed her eyes. The breeze from the lake cooled her face and its soft buffeting soothed her. Taiku flopped down at her feet and rolled onto his side. His soulful chocolate-coloured eyes closed and Kala felt her own stresses begin to fade in rhythm to his slowed breathing.


    When she next opened her eyes, streaks of pink and orange laced through an indigo sky and morning chill made her shiver under the blanket. She’d slept a few hours. Stiffness had set into her neck and shoulders and she rolled her head back and forth to work out the cricks. She looked around the deck. Taiku was gone, likely investigating the underbrush at the end of the property. He never strayed far from her and she wasn’t worried. By the lightness in the sky, she judged it to be nearly five a.m.


    A rustling noise in the underbrush at the other end of the yard, and her eyes caught a flash of black streaking across the yard toward the side of the house. She stood and moved quickly toward the railing.


    “Taiku! Come!”


    He’d disappeared in the direction of the road. Kala cursed and raced down the steps after him in her bare feet. The dew on the grass was a shock of cold on her skin. She hoisted the blanket up higher, trying not to trip as she ran. Underneath she was naked and wary of dropping her cover until she knew what had captured Taiku’s attention.


    She reached the edge of the house and heard Taiku’s low growl. It was the threatening noise he made in his throat when danger was nearby. Kala paused. If Taiku had cornered another skunk or porcupine, she’d be best not to frighten either animal.


    “Come, Taiku,” she called softly as she stepped round the side of the house. She stopped. A smile spread across her face.


    “You never said you had an attack dog,” Gundersund said, his body motionless, caught in mid-stride. His white cotton shirt was strained under the tension in his muscles, as he’d readied himself for the dog to lunge. Six feet of muscular male suspended in a cartoonish pose.


    “Come, Taiku,” Kala said firmly.


    Taiku looked from her to Gundersund and back again. His shoulders dropped and he ambled over to Kala.


    “Good boy.” She reached for her dog’s collar and held him while Gundersund wiped the sweat from his forehead.


    “Shit, Stonechild. Would your dog really have attacked?” Gundersund closed the gap between them. His eyes remained fixed on Taiku.


    “He’s never gone after anyone before.” She shrugged. “There’s always a first time. What are you doing here anyway?”


    “I got an early morning wake-up call. There’s been a death at Della Munroe’s house and we have to get over there. I phoned you a couple of times, but when you didn’t answer I came over to get you.”


    “I fell asleep on the deck.” She followed the line of his eyes to the gap in the blanket that showed off a stretch of leg up to her thigh. She wrapped the blanket more firmly around herself. Gundersund’s cheeks reddened and he looked down at the ground. She would have liked to prolong his discomfort but there wasn’t time. “Did Brian kill her then?” she asked. Kala knew the odds of coming out alive when a partner turned violent. She’d lived in a few foster homes where she’d witnessed escalating abuse first-hand. This was a depressing start to the morning.


    Gundersund shook his head. “Wasn’t Della who died. It was Brian. He’d ignored the restraining order and broken into their house. Della cracked his head open with a hammer. We have to go interview her now at the station. Rouleau’s at the scene with Woodhouse and Chalmers.”


    Kala shook her head in disbelief. “Nothing showed up in the reports to make this a possibility.” She started back toward the house, signalling to Taiku to follow. “Man, I hate domestics. Give me a second to get dressed and I’ll follow you into the station in my truck.”


    Rouleau watched while Fiona Gundersund finished her examination of Brian Munroe’s gaping wound. Munroe lay in a pool of blood on the top landing outside the master bedroom. Blood splatter painted one wall and the beige carpet. The hammer that caused the damage had already been bagged and sent to the lab.


    Fiona stood slowly from where she crouched next to him, her hands on the small of her back. She rolled back her shoulders before she turned to look at Rouleau. The pain on her face reminded him that she’d been off work the month before with a lower back injury. A car had sideswiped her bike on a downtown street and she’d gone for a tumble.


    “Della hit him with enough force to crack his skull. If that wasn’t enough, she hit him a second time. She made a real mess of his brain. The wife’s confessed, I gather?” Fiona’s blue eyes gave nothing away.


    “She has. She’s claiming self defence. She’d taken out a restraining order just yesterday morning after she charged him with rape.”


    “A marriage gone horribly wrong, I’d say.”


    “Evidently. Safe to move him?”


    “Yeah. I’ll be doing an autopsy first thing. You’re keeping me busy this week.”


    “Not on purpose, believe me.”


    “It’s unusual but not unheard of to have two murders back to back like this. Kingston isn’t known for its homicides.”


    They started walking down the stairs together. Rouleau noted the angle of the sun slanting through the window on the landing. People would be up getting ready for work now. They’d been here close to four hours. He could use some sleep.


    Fiona stopped at the bottom of the staircase and looked back up at him. Her blond ponytail had come undone and tendrils of hair fell loose. Fatigue lines on her face had deepened from the day before.


    “Will Paul be working this one too?”


    “He’s on his way to the station to interview Della.”


    “I hear you finally snagged him a new partner. Word around the station is that she’s attractive … and young.”


    “Kala Stonechild’s a good cop.”


    “But not too good I hope.” Fiona flashed him a wide smile, but her eyes were giving a different message. She turned toward the front door without waiting for him to respond.


    Rouleau followed slowly. He’d been unable to avoid the stories circulating around the station about Fiona’s treatment of Paul Gundersund. She’d left him the year before for a married doctor who’d also left his wife. Apparently, this hadn’t been her first extramarital fling, but it was the first time she’d left home. Odds in the office pool were weighted on the side of him taking her back by Christmas. Everyone agreed that he was better off without her. By what he’d seen in Fiona’s eyes, he wouldn’t bet against her if she decided to reel Gundersund back in.


    Della Munroe’s hands shook as she lifted the coffee cup to her lips. She was wrapped in a blue wool blanket, sitting forward, her eyes staring at nothing. Kala nodded at the officer sitting next to Della on the couch and they exchanged places. Gundersund hung back near the doorway as he and Kala had agreed he would before entering the room.


    Kala knew on paper that Della was young, but was surprised by just how young she appeared. Della’s long black hair hung loose around her face, her pale skin flawless and unlined. The blue eyes she raised to Kala were red from crying but still brilliant blue. Dressed in a white T-shirt, jeans, and sparkly pink flip flops, she looked closer to a teenager than a woman approaching thirty. Della would make for a sympathetic accused if the case came to trial. Kala had doubts that it would get that far given the circumstances.


    “How are you doing, Della?” Kala asked. “Is there something I can get you? Anything you need?”


    “No, thanks.”


    “I’m sorry for what you’ve been through, but I need you to tell me exactly what you remember about tonight and what led up to your husband’s death.”


    “Am I under arrest?”


    “No, we’re just trying to find out what happened at this point. Can you take me through your evening? Take your time. I need you to know that we are recording what you say. Do you understand?”


    “Yes.” Della took a deep, shuddering breath and hunched deeper into the blanket. “I put Tommy to bed around seven and crawled in to read him a bedtime story. I must have fallen asleep because next thing I knew, it was ten o’clock. I got up and checked that the doors were locked and poured some milk for Mr. Paws.” She smiled. “Tommy named him when we picked up the cat from the humane society.” Her face crumpled and she picked up the coffee cup, letting her hair fall across her face. She raised the cup to her lips and sipped. A portion slopped onto the blanket as she lowered the cup to her lap.


    “You’re doing fine,” said Kala. “What happened next?”


    “I had something to eat, I think a muffin and milk. I’d hardly eaten since the night before when Brian … when Brian raped me. I lay down on the couch in the living room and dozed for a while. A noise woke me up. It was glass shattering in the kitchen. At first I thought I was dreaming.” She stopped talking, and tucked her chin onto her chest.


    “What did you do next?” Kala asked.


    “I lay there for a few moments getting oriented. It was dark — I hadn’t turned any lights on before I lay down — and then I saw him in the hallway.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, “Brian.”


    “Did he see you?”


    “Not at first. He started for the stairs and my first thought was Tommy. I got up and asked him what he was doing. He turned around and said he’d come to take Tommy away from me and not to try to stop him. I ran toward him and grabbed his arm, pleading with him to talk to me. He hit me across the face.” Della raised her face and pushed back her hair. An ugly bruise had spread across her forehead.


    “Has that been tended to by anyone?”


    “It’s nothing.” Della let her hair swing back across her face. “I fell on my knees and landed on the floor next to the hammer. I’d been putting up a mirror at the bottom of the stairs and left the hammer beside the hall table. I don’t remember picking it up, but I must have. I called to Brian to stop. We needed to talk, but he told me to go to hell. He said that he was done talking and now he and Tommy were going to disappear. He’d kill Tommy before I would see him again. I … I panicked. I climbed the stairs after him, but he refused to stop. He was going to take Tommy and maybe kill him. I swung the hammer at Brian just to slow him down.”


    “You hit him twice on the back of his head.”


    “He … he didn’t fall right away. I was scared. I don’t remember hitting him a second time, but I must have. I didn’t mean to hit him so hard.”


    Kala looked across at Gundersund. He stood leaning against the wall near the door. He nodded his head, encouraging her to continue. She detected kindness in his eyes before his face cleared of expression.


    “There was a lot of blood,” Kala observed mildly, looking back at Della.


    “I know.” Della’s sobs began softly under the black curtain of her hair. “I thought he was going to take my baby.”


    Kala waited until Della composed herself. “Only one last question for now, Mrs. Munroe, and then I think we should have someone check you over just to make sure your head is fine as you say. What did you do right after your husband was lying on the floor bleeding?”


    “I called for an ambulance and the police from my bedroom as soon as I checked on Tommy. After I called, I went back to Tommy’s room and picked him up to take him downstairs. We waited on the couch after I unlocked the front door. Tommy didn’t wake up the whole time.”


    “You didn’t try to stop Brian’s bleeding?”


    “No. I just wanted to be as far away from him as I could. I was sure he was going to wake up and come after me again.”


    “You didn’t check to see if he was dead?”


    “I didn’t think I’d killed him. I thought he’d wake up and come after me.” Della moaned and began rocking back and forth on the couch.


    Kala turned off the tape recorder and looked over at Gundersund. He signalled to her that he was stepping outside to call for a doctor. They’d gotten what they needed but she still felt a twinge of disgust at herself for putting the woman through questioning when she’d just lost so much: a marriage that started out hopeful with love, and was now nothing but pain, loss, and that worm of guilt for no longer having to deal with an abusive husband. Kala reached over and touched Della’s shoulder, the only gesture of comfort she could allow herself as the constable investigating his death.


    “So what do you think?” Gundersund asked. He set a cup of coffee on the desk in front of Kala. She looked up from her computer screen. Gundersund was sipping from his cup, looking at her over the rim. His eyes had that curious look in them again that she found unnerving.


    “Thanks.” She picked up the mug and forced herself to focus on the case. “Della sounds credible. Combined with the alleged rape and bruises from this encounter after he broke in, I can’t see enough for a prosecution. What do you think?”


    “Same as you. It probably won’t go to trial.”


    “Rouleau should give this to Chalmers and let me get back to the Sampson murder.” She set down the coffee cup and resumed typing. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Gundersund return to his desk. He sat down and began talking on his cellphone. He swivelled his chair around so that he had his back to her. Kala lifted her head and watched him for a moment. Whoever he was talking to was causing him grief. His shoulders had hunched forward and the fingers of his right hand tapped staccato against the side of his desk. His voice rose angrily and she heard him tell the person at the other end to just let it go.


    Kala dropped her eyes back to the report on her screen. Most curious. Gundersund had somebody in his life who had the power to upset him.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    Dalal Shahan woke up early, just as fingers of sunlight broke through the darkness of her room. She lay on her side with her eyes open, watching the sunbeams dance through the flimsy curtain onto the hardwood floor. It would be nice to be a sunbeam, she thought. Sunbeams made people happy.


    Already, she could hear her mother moving around in the kitchen preparing breakfast. The spicy smell of beef haleem — wheat, lentils, and beef with coriander, cumin, and turmeric — drifted up the stairs and made her mouth water. There would be leftover samosas too, with green chutney from supper the evening before.


    Dalal stepped out of bed and looked down at Meeza, still sleeping so peacefully with one arm flung over her head on the pillow. Meeza’s other arm was wrapped around her stuffed teddy bear, Boo. Meeza had her own room but sometimes came to sleep with Dalal in the middle of the night when she got lonely. Meeza didn’t like being alone much.


    Dalal kept her eyes on Meeza’s face as she skirted around her bed to the bookcase near the closet. She knelt and reached her hand behind the Quran her parents had given her on her tenth birthday. She let out a breath of relief to feel the thin diary still in its hiding place.


    Ghazi hadn’t found it on his last search of their room because she’d carried it to school in her knapsack two days before. Immediately upon arriving home after school, she’d told her mother she needed to use the bathroom upstairs. She’d tucked the book inside her underwear under her dress before getting off the bus. It had felt strange but comforting to have it next to her skin. She’d hurried upstairs and hidden the diary in the bookcase before scurrying across the hall into the bathroom. By the time Dalal entered the kitchen, her mother had already emptied her knapsack onto the kitchen table as she did every day when Dalal came home. Dalal felt a flush of guilt at this small rebellion but if she had to do it over, she would not change one thing.


    Dalal pulled out the diary and straightened the books in an even row as they had been. She tucked the book under her arm as she crossed back to her bed and got under the covers. She rolled onto her side so that she faced away from the door and pulled the sheet over her head. When she was sure nobody was stirring across the hall, she opened the diary and squinted at the delicate swirls and loops in blue ink. The scrap of paper she used as a bookmark was still in place and she flipped to the spot she’d left off. She began reading.


    
      I got up this morning and heard them talking in the kitchen, like old women conspiring. Odd. They looked at me with guilty eyes when they saw me standing in the doorway. I pretended not to notice and ate my breakfast even though I wasn’t hungry. I put on the black hijab and ugly long coat as expected and hurried for the bus. I prayed I wouldn’t meet Susan and Josy and I was lucky today. If they saw me in the head scarf and coat, they’d tell all the other girls. I hate, hate, hate their sly looks and superior way of looking at me. Brit met me in the park with my jeans and T-shirt. I changed behind the trees while she kept watch. She brought lip gloss and eye shadow and a little mirror. I’ll have to remember to rub the makeup off before I leave school. Ghazi is hanging around more, spying on me and reporting back. If they knew, well, I won’t think about that today. Chad Stephens smiled at me when I walked into history class. My heart is singing.


      Oh joy of joys! Brit told me at our lockers this morning that Chad wants to take me out this Friday to the movies!!!! My heart is going to burst wide open, I am so, so happy. There has to be a way to be allowed out without them suspecting. I will go no matter what. I will find a way to have a night away from them if it’s the last thing I do. I will have a life.

    


    Dalal jumped as Ghazi’s alarm clock began its wake up beeping in his room next to them. The wall muffled the annoying sound but Ghazi would let it go on a while before he woke enough to hit the snooze button. Dalal quickly closed the diary and decided she’d hide it in the bedclothes and take it to school again in her knapsack. She didn’t trust her brother to stay out of their room today because he only had one class at the university this morning. He had all afternoon to search while she and Meeza were in school. He had all day to plot and scheme.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    Rouleau gathered the team in the meeting room before lunch.


    “Looks like we can wrap up the investigation into the Munroe death,” Chalmers said, leaning back in his chair. “I spoke with the prosecutor this morning and they’ll be pursuing involuntary manslaughter with provocation. She admits to killing her husband, but he’d broken into her house and was making off with the kid. She won’t be doing any time, is my guess.”


    “Della Munroe told us that she was hanging up a mirror and left the hammer on the floor. Did that check out?” Kala asked.


    “It did.” Chalmers held up a photo. “The wrapping for the new mirror was in the recycle bin.” He looked at her, a lazy smile spreading across his face. “Anything else?”


    She met his eyes without smiling. “Yeah. Had the Munroes corresponded that day?”


    “Nothing shows up in the phone or computer records.” Woodhouse interrupted their staring contest. “We’ve had someone checking all morning. Della said she’d locked the door and he had a key, but she’d also put the chain lock on. When the chain stopped him from getting in, he broke the glass and reached in to undo it.” He held up a photo of the broken window on the kitchen door before handing around the crime scene photos, adding, “Everything Della Munroe told us is checking out.”


    “On the other hand, she wasn’t actually being physically threatened,” said Gundersund. “The force she used was excessive. Anyone who takes a hammer to somebody’s head has to be aware of the damage they can do.”


    “He’d ignored the restraining order and broken into their house. He was in the act of taking their son away. I’d say he was threatening her in other ways. Mental abuse can be more powerful than physical over time,” Kala said. Her eyes had shifted to Gundersund’s. He held her gaze.


    Rouleau waited a few seconds before he broke the impasse. “It won’t be up to us to argue her case, for or against. I want Chalmers and Woodhouse to finish up the investigation on this one. Stonechild, you can continue working with Gundersund on the Leah Sampson murder today. Still no solid leads or suspects, so you’ll have to dig deeper into her life and the people she dealt with.”


    “Yes, sir,” Kala said.


    Gundersund looked at her. “Let’s grab some lunch and go over the reports. We can plan our interview schedule.”


    “Perfect,” Kala said. Her jaw jutted out dangerously. She looked at Rouleau. “Anything else?”


    “I’m taking an hour to meet with a real estate agent to check out a house. I’ll be on my Blackberry if you need to reach me.”


    “Whereabouts?” asked Gundersund.


    “Along the waterfront to the west of downtown.”


    “Nice area.”


    “It’s not too far from Dad’s, the only reason I’m giving it a look.”


    Rouleau leaned against the hood of his car and checked his watch. He’d give Laney Masterson five more minutes before driving downtown to pick up some lunch. He’d made initial contact with the real estate office by leaving a voicemail, but hadn’t expected her to leap into action so soon. He wasn’t even sure if it was the right time to leave his father alone. However, it would take a few months to finalize a sale and move in, so no harm getting the ball rolling.


    He looked over at the house Laney had picked to show him. He’d specified a two-bedroom house, preferably a bungalow. This three-storey home wasn’t even close to what he’d had in mind. The waste of his time irritated him. Her lateness made him doubly impatient, but he wanted to meet her if only to set her on the right track.


    The sun beat down like a heat lamp and sweat trickled down his back, making his shirt cling uncomfortably. Grey clouds had gathered on the distant skyline but as of yet offered no relief. Rouleau worried that his shaved head would burn if he didn’t soon get out of the sun and looked around for some shade. A few oak trees towered above the house in the backyard, but none in the front. He debated heading to the neighbour’s yard where a couple of pine trees shaded the driveway. Before he roused himself to walk that far, a car engine sounded behind him. He turned to see a silver Nissan barrelling toward him at a speed that should have earned the driver a ticket and a few demerit points off their licence. They wheeled into an empty parking spot a few spaces down and the engine died. Rouleau squinted and made out a woman’s ghostly face behind the sunlight reflecting off the front windshield.


    The driver door was immediately flung open and a tall woman stepped out of the car. He was struck by how well put together she was, elegantly turned out in a white suit and red high heels with her auburn hair pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck. The bones in her face were sharp and angular and her eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses. He could see enough to know that she was staring at him as she walked toward him. She held out a hand and he encircled her slender fingers with his own. Her grip was firm. In her forties, she had the body and movements of a much younger woman.


    “Mr. Rouleau, so pleased to meet you,” she said. Her voice was low and pleasing to his ear. “Have you had a chance to look around?” She waved a hand in a sweep. A diamond bracelet sparkled on her wrist.


    “I decided to wait for you.”


    She flashed a quick smile as if acknowledging the implied rebuke, but didn’t comment on her late arrival. She added brusque, business-like “Good. Then let’s get started.”


    They walked up the sidewalk toward the front door. A white verandah wrapped around the front and side of the house.


    “I know this is bigger than what you asked for in your voicemail, but the price is within your budget and the house is in excellent shape. The yard is well maintained and there are lovely trees in the backyard. I believe you’ll enjoy living in this neighbourhood, that is, if you decide to buy.”


    She used a key to open the front door and they stepped inside. The front hall was narrow and cool, painted a creamy lilac. The only light came from an oval window near the ceiling.


    She took her time showing him the downstairs — a large living room with a wood fireplace, small bedroom and bathroom, large kitchen with walk-in pantry, and formal dining room off the family room — and he let her talk about the updates and redone birch floors without interrupting. He wondered if the look of genuine appreciation on her face was feigned or real when she ran her fingers over the granite countertops and the oak mantle over the fireplace. She had all the jargon down.


    Rouleau stopped her as she started up the winding stairs to the second floor. “No point going any farther,” he said with unexpected regret. “It’s a lovely home but isn’t what I’m after. I’ve no desire to waste your time.”


    She turned her feet resting on different steps, and frowned down at him. The confident glow in her lovely face had disappeared. She studied him for the first time as if she’d just realized he wasn’t on board with her program. “Are you sure? This is the area of town you asked to see, but there isn’t much available in your price range.” She paused as if she wasn’t used to such stupidity in her clients.


    “It’s too much house. I need something smaller. I’m sorry.”


    “No need to be sorry. I’m the one who brought you here.” She retraced her steps and brushed past him, her high heels clicking on the hardwood as she crossed the hall and disappeared into the living room. Her floral scent lingered. A moment later, she emerged with her purse and folder. “I’ll keep looking for you,” she said, her eyes momentarily apologetic. She started toward the front door.


    “No rush yet, but let me know if something comes up,” Rouleau said, quickly stepping past her. His hand found the door knob before her and he held the door open.


    They descended the front steps and walked toward his car. He looked up. The western clouds had scudded in quickly and he felt a dampness in the air that hadn’t been there when they’d entered the house. Kingston weather could change on a dime.


    “How do you know Heath?” he asked, stopping at the end of the walkway.


    Laney turned and faced him. Her eyes clouded over. “He didn’t tell you?”


    “No.”


    “No, I suppose not.” Her lips drooped in a scowl. She resumed walking toward her car, aiming her key fob at the passenger door. “Let’s just say that we have a history together.”


    “I really didn’t mean to pry,” Rouleau said. He wished he’d never broached the subject. He felt like he’d stepped into something awkward and silently cursed Heath for not preparing him.


    “It’s okay. Had is the operative word.” She turned and smiled for the first time, giving him a glimpse of what lay within. He noticed the crinkles around her blue-grey eyes. Under a coating of makeup, her face was tanned bronze from the sun. He pictured her stretched out in a lawn chair on a cruise ship with a drink in her manicured hand.


    Rouleau nodded. “Well, let me know when you find something else. I should be able to meet you if given enough notice.”


    “I promise you something more suitable next time. Now that we’ve met, I have a better idea of what will please you.” She smiled again, full wattage, before ducking her head to slide into her front seat.


    Rouleau watched her car pull a u-turn and zip away from him down the street. She just barely stopped at the stop sign before whipping left and disappearing from view. He shook his head and got into his car to head back to the station. Laney Masterson looked to be a woman used to the privileged life where rules didn’t apply to her. He turned the key in the ignition and wondered what had gone on between her and Heath. A wise man would turn and run the other way rather than get involved with either one of them. Rouleau glanced one more time at the house he’d never own, then cursed himself for being a fool because he was already looking forward to the next time Laney Masterson called. If that wasn’t folly, he didn’t know what was.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Seventeen


    The stove clock buzzer gave its long, piercing signal. Gail Pankhurst jumped up from her chair, grabbed her rooster-shaped oven mitts, and pulled open the oven door. She slid out a pan and pushed on the nearest muffin with her index finger. Satisfied that they were ready, she grabbed the two tins and dumped the carrot muffins onto trivets she’d already arranged on the counter. While the muffins cooled, she changed into purple shorts, slightly tighter than she’d have liked, and an orange tank top that showed off her garden of tats. No use having them if nobody could see them.


    She scrawled a note for her roommate Elaine on the back of an envelope, promising to clean up the mess upon her return. She added that she was on an errand of mercy that couldn’t wait. Elaine would get herself into a snit over the mess anyhow, Gail knew, but she’d deal with it later.


    She’d wearied of Elaine’s cold shoulder and snide jabs. The animosity had all started when she’d announced to Elaine that she was gay and open to experimentation, probably not her best move in hindsight. Soon afterwards, they’d agreed that this would be the last year they roomed together. The main battle was yet to be fought, however. Gail would give up the Court Street apartment over her own dead body. Elaine had tried to claim it, as if she’d forgotten who found the apartment in the first place. So much for high school friendship surviving university. Gail filed their relationship into her mental folder on human behaviour under the dysfunctional category. She’d go over their broken friendship later when it didn’t sting quite so much. For now, it took all her energy to act like she was all for the split. She would not buckle and beg Elaine to stay. She would not.


    Gail arranged the muffins in a tin that she placed into her knapsack. She searched under her bed for her sandals, then gathered the clothes that were scattered across the floor into one big heap. She tossed the lot onto her bed and kicked a stray bra into the corner. The clothes could damn well wait too.


    She locked the apartment door and clumped down the stairs, taking the back exit into the yard where she retrieved her bike from the shed. Well, Elaine’s bike really, but she never used it. Gail smiled and snapped her fingers, wiggling her hips before putting on her bike helmet. “You got it going on, sister,” she said. A little self-mockery helped keep the blues away.


    Exiting the driveway, she turned north on Barrie Street. The route would take her past Leah Sampson’s apartment, but she felt ready to face the scene of the crime. She’d been more upset by the idea of a murder than Leah’s death, although images of Leah kept coming back and disturbing her sleep. It was just the normal part of grieving, she told herself. Her job was to remain objective.


    The gathering clouds were worrisome, but it was still a hot day with a cooker sun. Her hair would be plastered in sweat under her helmet by the time she reached her destination. As if she needed anything else to make her look less of a winner. She’d accepted that she’d never be a beauty and gone with the eccentric look, but she admitted to moments of model envy. “Ah screw it,” she said out loud. She rubbed her Popeye tat, the greatest cartoon character of all time. “I y’am what I y’am.” She hoisted her knapsack onto her back and swung a leg over the bike seat, giving herself a running start with her other foot.


    She paused at the corner of Johnson and Barrie and looked a block to her right at the yellow tape surrounding the house where Leah had met her end. Her eyes misted over for a moment but she blinked away the tears. Stupid cow. She meant herself, but Leah deserved the moniker too. She must have done something totally asinine to get herself killed. A woman full of secrets and way too attracted to the male species. Her wandering eye had likely gotten her killed.


    Gail had been keeping a file on Leah and Wolf for months. She put them under her “romance at work” category, detailing their relationship and then the breakup. She’d particularly liked that they grew up down the street from each other in the same town but didn’t find love until they left Brockville. She’d sensed trouble several weeks before it happened. Not on Wolf’s side; strictly on Leah’s. Leah had always been evasive, disappearing for so called appointments. Assignations more like, and if Juicy was right, assignations with a married man.


    As part of her research, Gail had begun charting Leah’s comings and goings and snippets of conversations. How in the hell could she have missed that Leah was sleeping with someone else? Gail shook her head, disappointed with herself for overlooking such basic human behaviour. She’d always believed Leah and Wolf belonged together. Call her a romantic. Losing that dream was almost as bad as never seeing Leah again.


    She put her bike back into gear and continued on her journey. The tires had to be soft because pedalling was more work than it should have been. Sweat was dripping off her forehead and her shirt was dark under her armpits. Another twenty torturous minutes winding in a northwesterly direction through neighbourhood streets and she found herself in front of Wolf’s place. His little blue Volvo was in the driveway so she’d likely caught him at home. At last, something was going right.


    She leaned her bike against a tree and climbed the steps to his front door. He didn’t answer her ring right away, but she didn’t give up. After the third time leaning on the buzzer, the door finally opened.


    “I suppose telling you to go away won’t work,” Wolf said wearily, stepping aside so that she could enter.


    “I brought muffins,” she said with as much bounce in her voice as she could manage. She trailed after him into the kitchen. She took the baking out of her knapsack and put the muffins on the table before taking it upon herself to make coffee. She glanced at Wolf every so often. He’d sat in the chair near the window and slumped down with his chin on his chest, his long legs stretched out in front of him. His hair was uncombed and wild as if he’d spent the morning running his hands through it. His eyes were closed.


    She leaned over the counter and pushed the window open. “Smells like a brewery in here. A brewery in a boys’ locker room. Have you left the house at all this week?”


    Wolf raised his head to watch her pour two cups of coffee and arrange muffins on a plate that she took out of the cupboard. “Why are you here?” he asked.


    “Because you’re in trouble and I can help.” She’d decided that only the semblance of truthfulness would work with Wolf. “You’re kidding yourself if you don’t think the police have you squarely in their sights for Leah’s murder. The scorned ex is always the prime suspect. You need to pull yourself together and figure out who killed Leah. I want to help.”


    “And why would you want to do that?”


    “Let’s say that I have a psychologist’s interest in solving this atrocity. Leah was always kind to me. I know I’m not your traditional woman, but she never made me feel small. You never did either. In my world, that means a lot.”


    “And how can you be so certain I didn’t kill her?”


    “Because I’m a good judge of character.” She paused to give him time to mull over her offer, her eyes never leaving his face. She’d have to rely on her memory to make notes in his file later.


    “I told the police that I met a friend at the bar.” His voice was flat, disinterested.


    “And did you tell the truth?”


    “I was supposed to, but by the time I arrived, he’d already been and gone.”


    “What time was that?”


    “Near closing. I came back here first after I walked Leah home. I’d forgotten my wallet. Then I thought about some wording for my thesis and stopped to jot it down. Time got away.”


    Wolf had a reputation for being late, much like herself. Gail found his story plausible. “So after the police talk with your friend …”


    “They’ll be right back here I imagine.” He bared his teeth in what could pass for a grin. “I’m fucked, as they say.”


    “Not if I say you came back to the centre after you dropped off Leah.” Gail watched to see if he’d take the out she was offering him.


    “You’d be lying.”


    “Just helping an innocent friend.” She smiled. “We have to stick together.”


    “I don’t know. On those police shows, lying never seems to work out very well.”


    “It might keep you out of jail long enough for us to figure out what happened.”


    He studied her. “It also gives you an alibi,” he said. “If you’re telling people I was with you, that means nobody saw what you were up to either.”


    “I was working the phone line.”


    “Only until eleven. Did anyone see you during the weekend?”


    Gail stopped short of responding. Elaine had vacated their place Friday after class and returned Sunday evening. Shit. He was right. She didn’t have an alibi either, but then, she didn’t exactly need one.


    “Do you have any idea who Leah was seeing before she died?” Gail asked. “I could do some digging.”


    Wolf looked at her, his mouth clamped shut. The silence lengthened. She tried not to back down from his gaze. Somehow, she’d lost control of the interview. When it became clear that he didn’t intend to answer, she grabbed a muffin and took a bite. While she chewed, she stood and grabbed her knapsack and bike helmet. She paused in the doorway.


    “You know where to find me,” she said. “If you want me to say we were together part of the weekend, I’ll back you up. You just have to let me know.”


    “I wouldn’t hold my breath.”


    “Then be prepared for what’s coming. The cops misinterpret evidence all the time to make it fit their theory. They can make square pegs fit into round holes if it suits them.”


    “Thanks, but I’ll take my chances.”


    “Suit yourself.”


    She opened the door and saw that the clouds had closed in overhead like a grey blanket and the pavement was black and slick with rain. She’d be soaked through biking home, but at least it was a warm rain. It would feel better than sweat running down her body.


    Her trip hadn’t given her much that would inform her working files, but perhaps down the road there’d be something about Wolf’s aversion to having her give him an alibi that she could work into a paper for one of the journals. His reaction had to be an anomaly. Most people she knew would do anything to avoid being charged with murder.


    She’d begun a study of infidelity and would give anything to know what Wolf’s reaction had been to Leah fooling around on him with a married man. Hopefully, he’d start thinking of her as an ally and would begin opening up. All she needed was to find proof that he couldn’t be the killer. She’d present it to him and the police, and the rest would follow naturally. He had to spill his guts sometime and she was a good counsellor. Listening and observing were her specialties.


    “See you later, Wolf,” she said. “I’m always around if you need to talk.”


    She stepped outside and craned her neck way back to let the rain strike her face. If she was going to get wet, she may as well make the most of it. She looked back into the kitchen as she closed the door. Wolf was still sitting at the table, the full cup of coffee cooling in front of him, the carrot muffins untouched on the plate. He was one miserable sight and she hesitated. If he’d been at all receptive, she’d have gone back into the house and offered some comfort in a heartbeat, but he knew as much if not more about counselling as she did, and something told her he wouldn’t appreciate her return.


    Her hair and tank top were completely soaked by the time she reached the spot where she’d left her bike leaning against a tree. If she sped up her ride, she’d have just enough time to make it home and have a hot shower before heading to the help line for the evening shift. She’d be working alone for part of it and would use the opportunity to dig around the office files on Wolf’s behalf. He’d owe her big time when she cleared his name, even if he didn’t realize the trouble he was in yet. It might mean he’d help with her research and thesis down the road. She could live with having someone in her debt, especially someone brilliant like Wolf who was going places … that is, if he managed to stay out of prison.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eighteen


    Gundersund tucked his chin into his jacket collar and ran the two blocks from where he’d safely parked his Camero on a side street to the Merchant Tap House, dodging puddles and narrowly avoiding being drenched by a speeding car. As he rounded the corner onto Princess Street, he spotted Stonechild’s black truck idling a few blocks up, waiting for a blue van to pull out of a parking spot. Good timing, he thought. Stonechild and I seem to be getting onto the same wavelength more quickly than normal for new partners. He believed in that uncanny sense of one another that partners developed over time. Stonechild was prickly and liked working alone, but the intelligence in her eyes was undeniable. It would take time to find out more about her history. He bet it would explain a lot.


    He walked to the bar and ordered a beer for himself and cranberry soda for Stonechild, taking both drinks into the smaller room to the right of the entrance. It was becoming their debriefing spot. The lighting was low and the room was empty of other patrons. It was the perfect place to talk over their separate interviews without being overheard. Stonechild soon joined him, shaking the rain from her hair. The dark strands glistened in the soft light from the overhead lamps. Her eyes glittered like black onyx. Gundersund, realizing he was staring, lowered his eyes and looked into his beer.


    “Thanks for the drink,” she said, pulling up a chair kitty corner to him. “Kingston weather sure changes fast. The temperature must have dropped ten degrees.” She slipped out of her rain jacket and turned to hang it over the back of her chair. “So what did you find out about Wolf’s drinking partner Rick Carlson?”


    Gundersund swallowed his mouthful of beer, then said, “Wolf never showed. Carlson waited an hour for him and then went home.”


    “Jucinda and Mark from the help line both told me that Wolf walked Leah home that night. Wolf had motive and now it looks like opportunity. He might have lost it and killed her if she rejected him again that night. It never fails to amaze me how people think they own each other.”


    “If I can’t have you, nobody can.” Gundersund was surprised to hear the bitterness in his own voice. Stonechild’s bottomless dark eyes held his for a moment before flicking away. He took a breath and continued in a less strained tone. “I talked with the bartender on shift in the bar where Wolf said he met up with Carlson. Bartender says Wolf made it in just before closing. Looked around as if he was searching for someone and then left.”


    “That doesn’t prove anything. He might have put in an appearance and then rushed back to Leah’s apartment where he had her tied up.”


    Gundersund drank from his beer. “We don’t have enough evidence yet to bring him in.”


    Stonechild nodded. “Besides, he’s not the only one who could have done it.”


    “You got something more out of the housemates?”


    “The girl upstairs, Becky, said that Leah used to come to her apartment to chat after her shifts a few times a week, but the last few months she’d stopped the visits.”


    “Any reason?”


    “Becky thought Leah was evasive, as if she was hiding something that troubled her.”


    “That’s about the same time that she and Wolf broke up.”


    Stonechild nodded. “I thought the same thing, but Becky said it was more than that. Leah was sad about Wolf but blamed herself. She said that Wolf believed she was having an affair and it was easier just to let him.”


    Gundersund took a drink of beer and thought over the possibilities. “Perhaps Wolf isn’t the only one who felt like he owned her. A lover could be equally as possessive.”


    “Becky said the only reason she could think of that Leah wasn’t more forthcoming was that she was having an affair and the man was married. She said it wasn’t like Leah to be secretive.”


    “I think we need to get back to the help line tomorrow and ask more questions.”


    “I agree, but it’ll be better if I go and work my way into their confidences. Two of us will just intimidate them.”


    Gundersund observed the defiant tilt to Stonechild’s chin and the obstinate glint in her eyes that met his without flinching. Rouleau had warned him that working with her would take a careful hand.


    “I still have to check out Leah’s other housemate, Bobby Hamilton. I thought I’d visit his workplace and talk to his boss and coworkers. I’ll get on that first thing while you continue ingratiating yourself at the help line.”


    Stonechild’s features relaxed. She finished her drink and set the glass on the table. “Well, I’m going to push off. I have a hungry dog waiting for me at home. See you tomorrow, Gundersund.”


    “Until then.” He tilted his beer glass in her direction and watched her walk away. She turned before she reached the door.


    “If you don’t have dinner plans this evening,” she said, “I might just have an idea.”


    The rain slipped down the window pane and pooled on the open sill. Dalal put her index finger into the cool water and traced Joe’s name and her own, encircling them in a heart. Today he’d pretended to avoid her because she’d warned him not to talk to her when anyone was around, but he had slipped her a note just before recess. He’d wanted to walk her home from school.


    She’d met him in their usual spot near the fence at the back of the school property, out of sight of prying eyes. He’d held her hand for the briefest of moments before she had pulled hers away. His grasp had been warm and comforting, reminding her of the one time he’d dared to hug her. They’d been playing on the monkey bars and he’d grabbed her around the waist as she jumped onto the ground. Up close with his breath warm on her cheek, his eyes had been as blue as her mother’s good china. They’d made her heart pound hard and had taken her breath away. Today, she’d been firm.


    “I can’t walk home with you. It’s not safe.”


    “Could you come for supper on Friday? My mother said it’s okay and she’ll make her famous pizza. You could say you’re doing schoolwork at a friend’s. You can even call me Josephine if it helps.” He’d grinned.


    “I can’t promise anything.” She’d started walking away from the fence, from him. “I wish I could.”


    There was a noise in the hall and Dalal turned to see Meeza jump across the floor toward her. Meeza was dressed in her best abaya, a deep sapphire blue. Her hair was tightly braided. She leaped onto the window seat and snuggled into Dalal.


    Dalal laughed. “You seem happy,” she said, looking down into her sister’s glowing smile. She gently chided, “But why are you wearing your good clothes? Mother won’t be happy if she sees you.”


    “It was Mother who told me to put them on. She’s taking me to meet someone special. I’m to smile and only talk if he asks me questions.”


    Dalal’s heart went as cold as frost on a January morning. Meeza reacted to the look on her face, her own eyes widening in fright. “What is it Dalal? Is something wrong?”


    “No, no, I’m sorry if I scared you. Everything is just fine.” Dalal paused, trying to still her racing fear. “Did you hear the name of this man you’re going to meet?” she asked as casually as she could.


    Meeza’s face relaxed and she giggled. “I think she said his name is Mr. Khan. I have to go now. I wasn’t supposed to tell you where I’m going, but I tell you everything.” The happiness in her eyes disappeared, replaced by worry. “You won’t tell Mother that I told you?”


    “Of course not. You are my sister and I will always look out for you. This will be between you and me, Meeza. I’ll see you when you come home.”


    Meeza leaned her lips close to Dalal’s ear. “I love you, Dalal.”


    Dalal turned her lips toward Meeza’s ear. “And I love you, little sister,” she whispered.


    She watched Meeza skip from her bedroom. Her mother’s sharp voice scolded Meeza at the bottom of the stairs, telling her to put on her hijab and show some modesty. Just what was she thinking going out of the house in such a fashion? The sound of a sharp slap carried upstairs. Meeza’s whimper was more than Dalal could bear. She jumped off the window seat and made it to the door before common sense made her stop. Defending Meeza would only make her mother angrier. The anger would make her hit Meeza harder while Dalal watched. It would not be the first time.


    Dalal forced herself to stand motionless. She clenched her hands against her chest until she heard the front door slam and she knew they’d gone. She stepped forward and silently closed her bedroom door. She could hear Ghazi’s music thumping through the wall, but she had to take this chance.


    The diary was right where she’d hidden it in the bookcase. She listened for her brother’s footsteps before carefully sliding the book out from its spot between two hardcover books. She crouched down and opened the cover. It took her several tries before she found the right page. The words swam before her eyes and she had to blink several times before she could see.


    
      Mr. Khan is pure evil. I’ll run away before they force me to marry him. I hate him, hate him, hate him. I would rather die than sleep with such an ugly old toad.

    


    Dalal slowly lowered the diary onto the floor. What was she going to do now?

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Nineteen


    Rouleau signed the document Vera placed in front of him with a great sense of relief. It meant some human resources work and a party to plan, but Vera had assured him that she was way ahead of him. She’d already booked a venue and purchased the gift, a silver watch with Ed Chalmers’s name engraved on the back.


    “After this week, Ed is taking the next two weeks as holiday leave. Once that’s done, one half of the dynamic duo will be officially in retirement.” Vera smiled as he handed her the folder. “I’ve put the word out that we’ll soon have an opening and there’s already been a few nibbles.”


    “Any word from Heath?”


    “He doesn’t like to be in contact when he’s on his wilderness retreat. How was your real estate appointment, by the way?”


    “The house wasn’t quite what I was after.”


    “I wouldn’t worry. Laney will find what you want if it’s out there. She’s got her finger in most pies.”


    “How do you know Laney?”


    “She’s my cousin. We grew up on the same street. Chased the same boys.”


    Cousins? The downward turn in Vera’s mouth when she spoke Laney’s name spoke volumes. Rouleau refrained from probing deeper. Discretion appeared the wiser course. He’d save his questions for Gundersund. He checked his watch. Just past six o’clock and time to call it a day.


    Vera left with the file but kept the door ajar. He heard her speaking with someone in the hall. Less than ten seconds later, she tapped lightly on the door before stepping back inside his office, an apologetic look on her face. “The defence lawyer Suzie Chen insists on seeing you now. I can tell her you’re busy if you like, but she’s adamant that she has to talk with you right away.”


    “Send her in.” He was curious to hear what Brian Munroe’s lawyer would have to say about his death at his wife’s hand.


    Vera moved aside as Suzie blew past her into Rouleau’s office. Vera nodded at Rouleau and shut the door behind her as Suzie strode across the room to sit in the chair opposite him. Angry energy crackled from her like static electricity. Underneath her perfectly coiffed page boy haircut, her face was humourless, her black eyes shooting sparks. She slapped a file folder onto the desk and said, “Della Munroe murdered her husband. I believe that with every fibre of my being.”


    “There’s nothing to back up your claim, unless you have evidence that we don’t.”


    “You know I can’t repeat what he told me even if he’s dead. You need to keep looking at Della. She’s as cold-hearted a bitch as they come and it kills me to think she’s going to get away with this.”


    “Let me play Devil’s advocate. The facts so far as we’ve been able to discern are that Della was raped. She says by her husband, even though he denied it. She had injuries that could not have been self-inflicted, from both the rape and last night. Brian broke into the home after she’d taken out a restraining order. He was on his way upstairs to take their son. According to Della, he said that she would never see their child alive again.”


    “The word according to Della.” Sarcasm dripped from Suzie’s glossy red lips. “Don’t you find it just a wee bit convenient that there were no witnesses? Nobody to testify about this supposed abuse?”


    “Munroe admitted to bruising her arm.”


    “On one occasion, I grant you, but she provoked him.”


    “Della’s friend Celia Paules backs up her claims of physical abuse and his attempts to isolate her.”


    “Again, all the stories begin with Della. Look Rouleau, you appear to be a logical, dedicated sort of cop. I’m beseeching you to look at the events from Brian Munroe’s side in this he said/she said. He’s not here any longer to tell his version, but it doesn’t mean there isn’t one.” She stood abruptly. “I won’t even bother running this request past Heath since there’s nothing political or sexy about a poor black man being taken in by a psychopathic white chick, so his interest will be nil. I’m hoping you have the sense of decency that I think you have and give this a second look.”


    “And where would you have me start?” he asked.


    “I’ve brought you Brian’s notes to me that he wanted me to use in his defence.” She pointed to the file she’d tossed onto his desk. “I feel safe letting you review them, but please, do not share with all and sundry. I’m putting myself out on a limb here, Rouleau. That lets you know how convinced I am about Munroe being set up for the rape and his own death.”


    Rouleau picked up the file. Chalmers and Woodhouse had plodded through the evidence, but they lacked intuition and initiative. Stonechild hadn’t had time to do more than scratch the surface. “I’ll give it another look. I can’t promise any more than that.”


    Suzie Chen smiled for the first time. “Hiring you might just be the smartest thing that asshole Heath ever did. I wonder if he has any idea that he hasn’t recruited another useless yes man.” She bared her teeth in what passed as a smile. “Let me know what you find out. I’m counting on you to get to the truth, Rouleau. I’d really hate for Della Munroe to get away with what she did to that man.”


    The front door of the Sunshine Bakery was locked with a sign printed in black magic marker hanging in the window that read, “Closed until Further Notice.” Rouleau peered through the glass and spotted a showcase of pastries and muffins with a half-filled coffee pot near the cash register. Baskets of breads and rolls filled the back wall behind the counter, each a forlorn reminder of Munroe’s untimely death. The store had been left locked and deserted for nearly a week. Someone would need to clean out the food soon or it would get ugly. The room was small, the walls painted a canary yellow with large framed photos of lilacs and tulips filling the spaces. The cheeriness made Rouleau depressed. A woman called to him from the sidewalk and he turned.


    “It’s closed because of a death,” she said. “You might want to try the Tim Hortons down the street.” She looked like a student, early twenties, hair in two blond braids, T-shirt, red shorts, and sandals. A knapsack was slung over one shoulder. Her clear grey eyes regarded him sadly.


    “Were you one of their customers?” he asked.


    “I worked here part time. I was hoping someone would have opened up by now.” She walked next to him and looked through the window. “Nothing’s been moved so I’m guessing not.”


    Rouleau pulled his police ID out of his pocket. “I’m one of the detectives looking into Brian Munroe’s death. I wonder if you have a few minutes to talk.”


    “I don’t really know anything about how he died.”


    “I’m more interested in his life. Can I buy you a coffee at that Tim Hortons?”


    “Sure. I never turn down a free cup of joe.”


    Erin MacDonald was a third-year business student at St. Lawrence College. She was holding down two part-time jobs: Tuesday to Thursday evenings at the bakery and Friday and Saturday lunch hours at a mall restaurant.


    “My parents don’t have much,” she confided to Rouleau between bites of the jelly doughnut he’d bought her to go with the coffee. “I’m supporting myself, but that’s okay. I’ll just be a poor broke student one more year.” She smiled, showing off deep dimples. She licked the powdered sugar from her lips. “So what do you want to know?”


    “How long did you work at the Sunshine Bakery?”


    “Brian hired me at Christmas last year. I just walked in with my resume and he hired me on the spot. He was swamped with orders and understaffed.”


    “What did you think of him? Was he a good employer?”


    “He worked hard and he always treated the staff fairly. I never saw him get angry or heard him raise his voice, except toward the end when he spoke to his wife on the phone. I think he was feeling the strain of whatever was going down between them. He really loved his little boy. Talked about him all the time. He had the photos of his son and wife on his desk in the little back office.”


    “Did you know he’d separated from his wife?”


    “Yeah. He was sleeping on a couch in his office. Sad.”


    “Did you meet Della or see them interact?”


    “She came by the bakery a few times.” Erin fidgeted with her coffee cup, looking uncomfortable. “Very pretty.”


    “And?”


    “It’s just that while she seemed all friendly and nice on the surface, I just got this feeling she wasn’t.” Erin shrugged. “That’s not evidence of anything.”


    “I’m wondering what gave you that feeling.”


    Erin tilted her head and watched a woman fit her baby into a high chair at the next table. She glanced his way. “Phoney. The way she spoke to Brian and their kid. It struck me that she was acting lovey-dovey. Everything she said was loud and sweet. Dripping saccharine. Brian looked uncomfortable every time she opened her mouth.”


    “Had she been by the bakery recently?”


    “No, but two weeks ago she called just after I started my shift and asked to speak with Brian. At first he told me to tell her he was busy, but then he changed his mind and took the phone. I didn’t hear what he said, but I could tell he was upset when he hung up.”


    Erin finished her coffee and looked apologetically at Rouleau. “I’m sorry, but I have a class and I’m already going to be late.” He nodded and she stood, grabbing her knapsack from the back of her chair. She hesitated. “I liked Brian, Detective, and his death sucks, big time. Whatever was going on in his marriage, he didn’t deserve to die that way. We’re all really going to miss him.” She tilted her head again as she thought about something else. Rouleau waited silently until she focused her eyes on him again. “The really odd thing is that the university girl who was murdered last week used to come into the bakery too, at least the last few months. I know it was her because of her photo in the paper. Leah, that’s her name. We spoke a few times when I served her. Crazy that I know two people who died the same week.”


    Rouleau’s pulse quickened. “What did you talk about?”


    “Just school and the weather mainly. We weren’t close or anything. She talked more to Brian, but only because he was around more often.”


    “Did she come into the bakery with anybody?”


    “She was always alone. She’d take a table and I saw her get into conversations with people at other tables. I hadn’t seen her for a while though.”


    “Here’s my card with my phone number and email. Contact me if anything else comes to mind, no matter how insignificant it seems.”


    Erin took the card from him and tucked it into the pocket of her bag. “I will, but I really don’t know anything else.”


    She left and Rouleau took his time finishing his coffee, thinking about what he’d learned from Erin and Suzie Chen. Neither had proof that Della was lying, yet each believed in Brian’s worth. If Della had schemed to kill him, she’d done a good job setting up the scenario and covering her tracks. Rouleau wasn’t entirely convinced she’d gone to such lengths. He remembered how traumatized she was after the rape and her devotion to her son. The physical evidence so far backed up her version of what happened the night she killed her husband. Brian might have been the devious one, spinning the image he wanted to project.


    Rouleau drained the last of his coffee. Odd that Leah Sampson and Brian Munroe crossed paths and they both died within days of each other. Coincidence, or was something else in play? He was going to have to pull in Gundersund and Stonechild to see if they had any other connections between the two.


    He looked toward the counter. His dad might like muffins for breakfast. He’d buy a half-dozen, since the line at the cash register had disappeared for the moment. Rouleau checked his watch. Quarter after seven. His dad would be itching for company and waiting for his supper. Rouleau promised himself that he’d think more about the two cases later in the evening. For now, he had to put some energy into taking care of commitments on the home front. His father had been a worry at the back of Rouleau’s thoughts all day. He’d been alone too long without someone to check in on him.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty


    This time Rouleau heard three voices when he stepped through the apartment door: his father, another man, and a woman. Oscar Peterson was spinning on his father’s prized turntable, soothing jazz to calm the troubled day. Puzzled, Rouleau inhaled the smell of garlic, onions, wine, and tomatoes and heard the sounds of banging pots coming from the kitchen. His confusion was short-lived. Gundersund met him at the end of the hallway with two glasses of red wine and a big grin. Rouleau accepted one and looked over Gundersund’s shoulder to see his father sitting on a chair in the kitchen and talking to Stonechild, who was stirring something on the stove. Her Lab Taiku lay at his father’s feet. Rouleau felt the tightness in his chest loosen.


    “You giving cooking lessons, Dad?” he asked.


    His father stopped whatever he was saying to Kala and they both looked in his direction. Taiku lifted his head and thumped his tail against the floor.


    “It’s a dirty job,” his dad smiled, the same gentle smile Rouleau had known since childhood. It was the smile of a man at peace with the world.


    Rouleau felt some tension lift. My father’s back to himself.


    Kala waved a wooden spoon in the air and turned back to the stove. “You men take a seat,” she said. “Except for you, Gundersund. I’ll dish it up and you can deliver.”


    “That’s about all I’m good for when it comes to the kitchen,” Gundersund said.


    “Unlike Stonechild, who is demonstrating hidden talents,” Rouleau added. “Kala, you’re now officially my most valuable detective.”


    “You won’t get any argument from me.” Gundersund set down his glass and took the tossed salad from the fridge. He grabbed a plate of rolls from the counter on his way past Rouleau to the dining room table.


    Rouleau retrieved his father’s crutches for him and they made their way into the dining room. The table was set, complete with table cloth, crystal goblets, and centerpiece of fresh cut daisies. Rouleau whistled.


    Gundersund set down plates of spaghetti. “Not only can Stonechild cook, she classed up the joint.” He picked up a pack of matches lying on the hutch and lit two yellow tapers in silver holders. “Can I give you a refill, Henri?” Gundersund asked.


    “I wouldn’t say no.” Rouleau’s father held out his glass.


    Rouleau watched Kala smile at his dad as she took her seat next to him. He lifted his glass to her and she bowed her head. Gundersund’s eyes were also on her, unreadable but clearly intrigued. Rouleau might have been worried if he thought Kala returned Gundersund’s interest, but he knew her well enough to doubt in the likelihood. Her black eyes met his. He saw uncertainty. It echoed in her voice when she said, “I phoned to speak with you but Henri said that you’d called that you’d be late. We thought a real home-cooked meal might be in order. I hope you don’t mind our intrusion.”


    “On the contrary. You’ve kept my father company and relieved my mind. I had no idea what I was going to cook tonight.”


    “This has been a marvellous surprise,” his father added. “The three of you are working too hard with this murder investigation and deserve a few hours to unwind and think of something else.”


    Gundersund said, “To clarify, Stonechild was the brains behind this operation. I’m beginning to believe she can do anything she turns her hand to.”


    “Not everything.” She picked up her fork.


    Gundersund took a bite of the pasta and rich tomato sauce. “Is that ever good. Family recipe, Stonechild?”


    Rouleau saw pain flash in her eyes before her face closed like a light shutting off. “No, not really,” she said.


    Rouleau exchanged glances with Gundersund. He’d caught her reaction and was aware of his blunder. Silence descended on the table.


    Rouleau’s father reached out a hand and touched Stonechild’s wrist. She looked across at him. Something unspoken passed between them and the tension in her face softened. She returned his smile.


    Henri picked up his wine glass and raised it in her direction, then in Gundersund’s. “A toast to our guests and to a fine meal. An old man could not ask for better company.”


    “I second that,” said Rouleau. “And for the duration of the meal, we’ll take a break from our work and enjoy Stonechild’s cooking.”


    “Good by me,” Gundersund said, clearly relieved that the conversation had moved on.


    Later, when Gundersund and Stonechild had gone, Rouleau sent his father to bed while he cleaned up the dishes. He filled the sink with soapy water to wash the good crystal, handed down through his father’s family. The pots took a bit of scrubbing. The rest of the dishes and cutlery went into the dish washer.


    After he left the pots to air dry in the rack, he poured two fingers of Scotch and took it outside onto the balcony. He leaned against the railing and looked out over the lake, a band of darkness with a cone of silvery light across its surface where the moonlight reflected off the water. The cloud cover had blown out as quickly as it had arrived.


    He’d managed to fill in Gundersund and Stonechild about his talk with Erin MacDonald and the curious interaction between Leah Sampson and Brian Munroe. They’d accepted the information with the same guarded logic as his own. Kingston was a small enough city that people’s paths crossed all the time. It might just be a coincidence that the two of them knew each other and died in violent ways within days of each other. On the other hand, their deaths could very well be related and needed to be checked out. The information gave the team renewed focus.


    He sipped at the amber liquid. It burned the length of his throat, an old friend he rarely revisited. He’d let it worm its way into his nightly routine after his wife Frances left, but that had only lasted a short time. Whisky could drown a lot of pain, but it was not an answer in the long run.


    His thoughts returned to Stonechild and Gundersund. She was a loner and a product of foster homes and frequent moves throughout her childhood. He could only guess at what lay behind the scars he’d glimpsed in her eyes in unguarded moments. Gundersund was separated, but Fiona was still in the picture from the stories he’d heard around the water cooler. Word was Gundersund would do anything to get her back.


    “May I join you, son?”


    Rouleau turned to see his father on his crutches beside the open sliding glass door. He jumped over to help him. “Of course, Dad. Can’t sleep?”


    “Just needed a drink of water.” His father manoeuvred outside and leaned against the railing next to Rouleau. “Nice night.”


    They stood side by side without feeling the need to speak. After a few minutes of silence, Henri said, “I think it’s time you found your own place, son. I’m managing well now and you don’t need my daily upkeep to add to your responsibilities.”


    “I like being here for you.”


    “I know, and I appreciate all you’ve done, but it’s time. I start back at the university on Monday. They’re loaning me a research assistant for a few months. Grad student. He’ll be able to do my heavy lifting. I intend to put in some late evenings.”


    “You’re booting me out.”


    “In a manner of speaking.”


    Rouleau could picture his dad’s smile in the darkness. He reached an arm around his father’s shoulders. “Thanks, Dad,” he said.


    “No, son. Thank you. I know how much pressure you’ve been under to spend these last months looking after me while settling into a new life. I’m much better now and ready to get back on my feet, if you pardon the expression.”


    “Then I’ll start seriously looking for real estate.” He’d find a bungalow where his father could move in once he could no longer live on his own.


    His heart lightened. It would be a chance to contact Laney Masterson again.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    Take no notice of me,” Kala said to Jucinda Rivera. “I’m getting a feel of how this place operates, so please carry on as normal. If I have questions, I’ll be sure to ask.” She pointed to the couch. “I’ll set up there.”


    “Great.” Jucinda grimaced. She looked down at the textbook she’d been reading and used her feet to turn her chair so that her back was to her desk and the couch. Kala found the childish gesture non-productive but amusing. Probably a passive-aggressive personality, if she remembered her psych classes. She wouldn’t have pegged this surly girl who dressed like a street walker in a low-cut top and black bra to be a counsellor. Someone answering a sex phone talk line maybe, but not talking university kids through their problems.


    The phone on Jucinda’s desk rang and she was forced to turn her chair back around. She reached out a manicured hand to pick up the receiver. Her eyes rolled toward the ceiling as she said, “Queen’s Help Line. What can I do for you?” She leaned forward and cradled the phone receiver against her ear. Within seconds, her body language changed from disinterested to attentive listener as the caller spelled out their problem, which involved binge drinking as far as Kala could determine. Jucinda doled out information and choices in a cool but professional tone. Her eyes focused in on Kala as she hung up the phone. She shrugged.


    “First year away from home, they’re like babes in the woods.” She opened a program on her computer and typed a notation into the log. Kala walked over to have a look.


    “Do you log every call then?”


    “We don’t have call display and the caller remains anonymous, but we do enter time and length of call, problem, and advice given. We also get to know the repeat callers, although not by name. We give them a number, see? The last caller is new so I’m making a note of that.”


    Mark Withers, manager and wannabe beach boy, walked through the front door carrying two coffees. “Jucinda, sorry I’m late, but you wouldn’t believe …” He cut off whatever else he was going to say when he spotted Kala behind her. “You’re back,” he said. “I guess that means you haven’t caught Leah’s killer.”


    “Unfortunately not.”


    “We handed over Leah’s computer and notes already.”


    “The lab is going through them. I’m just here to re-interview everyone and watch how this place functions.”


    “Don’t you need permission from us to spend the day here?”


    “This is a murder investigation. We don’t need your permission, no.”


    Mark looked back at Jucinda. “New top?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Nice.” He put a coffee on her desk. “Nate will be in around ten and Gail and Wolf will be in at six for the night shift.”


    “I thought Wolf resigned from the help line,” Kala said.


    “He’s doing a few shifts until we hire somebody to replace … well, Leah.” Mark and Jucinda exchanged glances. “So, do you want to come into my office to ask me some questions?” Mark asked Kala.


    “Not yet. I will in good time.” Kala wanted them all off balance, outside their comfort zones. Waiting all day to be interviewed would heighten their anxiety.


    “Well, suit yourself. I have paperwork to do.”


    He walked into his office, leaving his door open wide enough so that he could hear what was going on. Jucinda pointed toward his office and said under her breath, “Usually he shuts the door.”


    “Do you always sit at the same desk?” Kala asked.


    “Yeah, unless I’m replacing someone and the other counsellor is staying on. Leah sat at that desk. Gail replaced her on late shift as a rule.”


    “Did you notice anything different about Leah the last month before she died? Anything or anyone bothering her?”


    “Gail’s the one you should be asking. She treats the rest of us like specimens for her research. I swear to God she takes notes.”


    “What did you think about Leah? Did you like her?”


    “I didn’t know her that well.”


    “You must have had an opinion. You worked on the same shift.”


    “She was okay. A little holier-than-thou, maybe.”


    “How so?”


    The phone picked that moment to ring. Jucinda held a finger up in Kala’s direction and took the call. Afterward, she typed notes into the computer. Kala waited until she was finished before repeating her question.


    Jucinda sighed and rolled her eyes, something she did as regularly as breathing, Kala observed. “Leah acted nice, you know? Really concerned about people and generous. I bought it for a while.”


    “What did she do that made you change your mind about her?”


    “I confided in her that I was interested in Wolf. He’d only started working here and it was before they started dating, so of course I felt like an idiot when I found out they’d become a couple. She gave me some explanation about how it just happened and she felt so bad, but bottom line, she could have had anybody and she picked Wolf even though she knew I was hot for him. Then I find out she’s sleeping around on him. I was so mad …” Jucinda pulled herself back and blinked at Kala. “I didn’t kill her. I was angry, but not that angry.”


    “Anyone would be upset. Do you know who she was seeing on the side?”


    Jucinda glanced toward Mark Withers’s office. “I couldn’t say for certain.”


    “But you could guess.”


    “It wouldn’t be right. I just saw them together from a distance.”


    “She might have been with Wolf then.”


    “Wolf was working the late shift when I saw Leah with the other guy. It was a month or so ago. I left Wolf talking to someone on the phone and started walking home. Leah was in a car a few streets over, sort of away from the street light in the shadows. I’m not even sure why I walked down that street. Fate, maybe. At first I thought I was hallucinating. I stood back in the shadows and watched for a while. It was definitely her but I never got a good look at the guy. She was on top of him. Kind of riding him, if you get my drift.”


    “What did you do with the information?”


    “I told Wolf. He deserved to know the truth.”


    “And how did he react when you told him his girlfriend was cheating?”


    “He didn’t thank me, if that’s what you’re asking. He got real quiet and then acted like I hadn’t said anything. They broke up the next day though. I did the guy a favour.”


    “Did Leah ever find out that you were the one who told Wolf?”


    Jucinda shook her head. “She never acted like it.”


    Nate came for his shift soon after and Kala sat out of the way on the couch, taking in the rhythm of the day. If Mark was the beach boy and Jucinda the spiteful princess, then Nate struck her as the preppie academic. She approached his desk when Jucinda left to fill their sandwich order. She spotted the platinum wedding band on his finger. He looked up at her, his face impassive.


    “My notes say that you work as a TA for Professor Dino Tadesco, is that correct?”


    “I do. Dino’s a good guy.”


    “He keeps this place afloat as well, I understand.”


    “Yeah. Without him we’d have closed our doors.”


    Kala rifled through her notebook to have Nate think she was refreshing her memory. It gave her time to study him. “Leah was in his class?”


    “Yup.”


    “Did you work with her?”


    “She was in the seminar class that I’m a TA for and I graded her papers.”


    Like pulling teeth. “What kind of a student was she?”


    “Conscientious. Not brilliant, but she worked hard and did what she had to do to get decent marks.”


    “From the photos I’ve seen of her, she was very attractive.”


    Nate’s eyes didn’t waver from hers. “She was. Kind, too.”


    “I see you’re married.”


    “I’m not the one Leah was sleeping with, Detective.”


    “Do you know who was?


    “Not a clue.”


    “Surely you must have your suspicions.”


    “I only found out about it because Jucinda felt she had to share.”


    “What about Wolf? Was he still into Leah?”


    “They were friends. Other than that, I don’t know. Neither was much good at sharing their innermost feelings.”


    “Is your wife a student, Nate?”


    “My wife?” For the first time, Kala heard his voice tremble with real emotion. He glared at her. “Trisha has nothing to do with this.”


    “I never said that she did.”


    “She works as a prison guard at the women’s pen.”


    “Shift work?”


    “Yeah. Trish was on nights when Leah went missing. I’m sure you have that in your notes already too.”


    “Actually, I don’t, but thanks for clarifying.”


    His ears turned crimson at the tips and angry red patches stained his cheeks. Otherwise, his gaze remained level. I’ll bet you hate your body giving you away like that, Kala thought. Hard to control the flush of blood to your face.


    She returned to her spot on the couch and watched Nate for a while. If he knew she was studying him, he never let on. She bet he hid his emotions well for the most part. Like everyone who worked here, he knew the tricks of telling a believable lie and the tells when spinning a story. The psychology of the psychologists. Might make for an interesting study.


    Kala’s phone buzzed and she reached into her pocket. She checked the number before holding the phone to her ear. “Yes, Vera?”


    “Sergeant Rouleau would like you to come to the station for one o’clock. Leah Sampson’s parents will be here then and he wants you to speak with them. Gundersund will be here as well.”


    “Okay. I’m on my way.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Gundersund checked his rear-view and saw Stonechild make a left turn behind him into the lot. She followed him down the row of parked cars and slid into the empty space next to him. He waited for her to get out of her truck and join him where he stood checking his phone. When he looked up, she was as unreadable as ever, her body language distant. They fell into step and started for the main doors.


    “Rouleau wants us to meet him in the lounge on the first floor. He and Fiona are with Leah’s parents and will hand them off to us to carry on with the interview.”


    “They came in on their own?”


    “Yeah. Mrs. Sampson’s been sedated most of the week. They said they were finally feeling up to talking about their daughter.”


    “Okay.” She tucked her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “Get anything new on Bobby Hamilton?”


    “He was up on assault charges twice. The first time he received a suspended sentence.”


    “And the second?”


    “Hamilton spent six months in the slammer. He got into an altercation with a guy who rear-ended his car. Hamilton chose to settle the matter with his fists even though the other guy was older and didn’t put up any resistance. The judge ordered an anger management course, and Hamilton now tells everyone he’s cured.”


    “Could have fooled me.”


    “His boss in city garbage said he shows up on time and does his job without complaint. Keeps to himself.”


    They kept walking. Stonechild had her head down, keeping pace with his long strides.


    “Who did he assault the first time?” she asked.


    They’d reached the main entrance and Gunder-sund leaned past Stonechild to grab the door. “The first time he beat on his mother. She tried to drop the charges, but the judge wouldn’t let her. Bobby was high at the time of the assault and mad she’d turned down his music.”


    “Makes me glad I never had a kid.”


    “A teenage stoner kid anyhow.”


    They waited without talking outside the lounge. Gundersund checked his messages and kept a watch on Stonechild out of the corner of his eye. She leaned against the wall next to him with her arms folded across her chest. Her eyes were closed and she looked to be sleeping.


    Ten minutes later, the door swung open across from him. Stonechild was instantly at attention. Rouleau and Fiona walked out together. Gundersund could see the Sampsons sitting together on the vinyl-covered couch against the far wall. They were a tiny couple, grey-haired with faces lined in grief.


    Fiona had her game face on: lips a straight line, eyes evasive, no emotion to be seen. He knew from experience that she could play any role required of her. There was a reason she won at poker. She looked from Stonechild back to him. Her lips curled slightly upward as her eyes seemed to assess what he knew she’d consider a threat. It had taken him a while to understand the depths of her jealousy. She may not want to be married to him, but she didn’t want anyone else to be either.


    “Detectives,” Fiona said looking at him. She nodded at Rouleau as he took his leave. She stepped closer to Stonechild and held out her hand. “You must be my husband’s new partner. I’m Fiona Gundersund.”


    Stonechild reached out a hand and shook Fiona’s. “Kala Stonechild,” she said. Stonechild was as good a poker player as Gundersund’s wife. She waited until Fiona had disappeared down the hall to glance his way. Gundersund’s expression was apologetic and slightly amused.


    “After you,” he said, stepping back for her to enter the lounge.


    Mrs. Sampson did all the talking while her husband sat next to her.


    “Leah was the type of kid who brought home stray animals and people. She had such a big heart. We worried she’d get taken advantage of.” Mrs. Sampson patted her husband’s knee as she spoke. “We lived in Brockville, so Leah grew up in a small town with everyone knowing everyone. Kingston would have been a big city to Leah but she was determined to come here.” Mrs. Sampson shook her head. “She wanted a career that helped people and there was no university in Brockville. We believed this was a safe town and were happy that she decided to stay close by.”


    “Did you know she was dating Wolf Edwards?”


    “Of course. She adored Wolf but she wasn’t sure if she was ready to settle down. Even as a child in Brockville, she wanted to see the world. We didn’t have a great deal of money and our vacations weren’t exotic. Camping in the province, mainly. Once we made it to Nova Scotia, remember dear?” She kept talking without waiting for a response. “We had to scrape to send her to university. We took out a loan and of course Leah worked and took out student loans. She had to work very hard at her schoolwork. It didn’t come easily. We moved into an apartment in Montreal after Leah left. My brother owns the building and is giving us a discount in exchange for us looking after the property. Leah wasn’t happy about it. Thought it was beneath us, but we have to live somehow. She has a lot of friends in Brockville though. She could always find somebody to stay with.”


    Stonechild leaned forward to capture her attention. “Do you know of anybody who might have wanted to hurt Leah? Did she say that anything was troubling her lately, or was there a change in her behaviour?”


    “Oh my, no. Everybody loved our Leah. She had different boyfriends but they always parted friends. She didn’t have a nasty bone in her body, did she dear?”


    Mr. Sampson seemed to have waited for this cue to speak. “Leah called last month and said she wanted to come visit. Said she was going to finish her classes and take some time away to think. That was a change in pattern,” Mr. Sampson said.


    “Of course, she’d broken up with Wolf,” Mrs. Sampson took the floor again. “I thought it was just the breakup that sparked her needing a change of scene.” For the first time, her eyes clouded over and she reached over to grab her husband’s hand. “Maybe we missed something. Leah might have needed help and we should have seen it. I should have listened to you when you said you wanted to come see her last month. If only we had.”


    Gail had stopped for an extra large cappuccino on her way to work and the kid behind the counter took his sweet time frothing the milk. It didn’t help that he was a trainee and his orders were already backed up. She’d been late leaving home so an extra twenty minutes wasn’t the end of the world. She made it to the call centre at six-thirty, half an hour late. Juicy had already left at five and Nate was antsy to leave.


    “It might help if you could be on time for once. That way I wouldn’t be late getting out of here every night.” He scowled at her before gathering up the student papers he’d been reading. He stuffed them into his burlap bag.


    She crossed to her desk and dropped into the chair. Nate was usually such a level, pudding personality. His file was a study in boredom. Something had to be up. “Who’s my partner tonight?” she asked.


    “Wolf, but he’s going to be late. He called ten minutes ago.”


    “And where’s Mark?”


    “He left with Tadesco. They had a meeting with a possible funder.”


    “Are you sure the two of them weren’t meeting up with Jack Daniels and Jim Beam? They seem to be spending a lot of time chumming it up in the pub lately.”


    Nate tightened the straps on his bag. He swung it over his shoulder and walked closer. “They wouldn’t be pleased to hear you smearing them. Be careful what you say, Gail. Sometimes I think the walls have ears.”


    “I’m not scared. If they want to fire me from this low paying, thankless job, I wouldn’t stand in their way.”


    “Tadesco’s applying for department head and he’s a little protective of his reputation right now. I’ve seen him angry a few times and he can be vindictive.”


    “Well, I’m not the one he needs to worry about.”


    “What do you mean by that?”


    “You must have heard the rumours.”


    “What, that he’s gay? That’s just people talking.”


    “You know what they say about where there’s smoke.”


    Nate held up a hand. “You go too far sometimes, Pankhurst. Stop spreading this shit or you’re going to get into trouble. That female cop was here all morning, by the way.”


    “The Native?”


    “She’s observant and smart. Looks at you with those bottomless black eyes and gets you to say things you never meant to. I’d look out if I were you.”


    “Sounds like a threat.”


    “Hell, do whatever you want. Just don’t say you weren’t warned when it blows back. I’m late meeting Trish so I’m going to shove off.”


    “I consider myself warned.”


    He slammed the door behind him and Gail put her feet up on the desk, clasping her hands behind her head. It was satisfying to have one of her human experiments turn out as predicted. She’d made up the rumour about Tadesco a month ago, but only told Juicy, who predictably told Nate. Half the campus probably had heard by now that Tadesco was bent. One improbable little lie with no proof told to one person and it goes viral. Tadesco was even well liked, proving nobody was immune to malicious gossip. She felt a flush of guilt at the thought of what she’d started but pushed it away. She hadn’t forced Juicy to tell anybody; in fact, she’d asked her not to. Tadesco wouldn’t find out anyway and if he did, he’d laugh it off. He’d never know the rumour began with her.


    She looked toward the front door. Nate was supposed to lock it on his way out, but she didn’t remember hearing the click. He’d been in a big hurry and might have forgotten, or maybe he left it unlocked because Wolf was on his way. He should have known better though. The rule was not to leave a female counsellor alone in the unlocked office on evening shift. Gail put her coffee cup on the desk and swung her feet onto the floor, brushing away the feeling of unease. I’m just jumpy because of Leah, she thought. It’s only normal to get paranoid when your co-worker’s been murdered.


    She was halfway to the door when the phone rang on her desk. She looked back and hesitated. Should she keep going and risk missing the caller or sprint back to her desk? By the time she made it to the door, the caller would probably have hung up and that could lead to trouble. A student thinking about suicide might be reaching out one last time. She’d talked one down just last week. There was really only one decision.


    She managed to pick up the phone in time, sinking into her chair as a girl’s tearful voice filled her ear. The door would have to wait, and Wolf should be here in a few minutes anyway. No point getting herself in a knot for the sake of ten or twenty minutes. What could it hurt to have the door unlocked until then, if it even was.


    “Take a deep breath and start from the beginning,” Gail said, putting her feet back up on the side of the desk. “We have nothing but time to sort this out.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    “Is everything okay, Dalal?” Miss Cummings’s voice penetrated through her worries and Dalal saw her English teacher’s concerned eyes staring at her from the front of the class. Dalal took a quick look around and saw her classmates watching her too. Joe met her eyes from two rows over and smiled encouragingly. She looked back at Miss Cummings.


    “I didn’t hear the question. Could you please repeat it?”


    Miss Cummings watched her a moment more before picking Sally Jones to tell how Iago duped Othello into killing Desdemona.


    Dalal looked down at her desk, even more miserable than before. She tried to concentrate the rest of the afternoon, but Miss Cummings didn’t ask her any more questions. Finally, the three-forty bell rang and Dalal put away her books and pencils. She stood to file out with the rest of the class. Miss Cummings stopped her at the door.


    “Dalal, could you please stay behind for a few minutes?”


    “Yes, Miss Cummings.”


    She stood waiting for Miss Cummings near her desk until the last of the students had gone. Joe had lingered just outside the door and tried to signal her with his eyes, but she’d pretended not to see him. Finally Miss Cummings walked across the room and put her hand on Dalal’s shoulder. She smelled of peppermint, pencil shavings, and the faintest trace of cigarette smoke. “Let’s sit for a moment, Dalal.”


    “Okay.”


    They took the comfy reading chairs near the window. Dalal felt Miss Cummings studying her but she dared not lift her head. She knew that her teacher’s eyes were the colour of warm toffee with darker flecks of green. Dalal wished her eyes could be the same colour. She often wondered what it would be like to have Miss Cummings as her mother. A few times she even dared to dream that it was true.


    “You’ve been having trouble concentrating in class this week, Dalal. It is so unlike you that I wonder if something is on your mind. Perhaps it’s something that I could help you with. I’m a good listener and I find that it always helps to share a problem.”


    It was tempting to give Miss Cummings what she wanted: the truth. My family is going to marry my twelve-year-old sister to a man old enough to be her grandfather, but I’m not supposed to know. I cannot defy my parents or they will beat me and lock me in my room. Then they’ll take Meeza away and I will never see her again. My family does not forgive if we are disrespectful or do not do their bidding. Meeza will probably disappear one day anyhow, no matter what I do or don’t do. I thought it was me they would marry off first, not Meeza. We are as trapped as songbirds in a cage. Unless …


    “Look at me, Dalal, and tell me what you are thinking about.” Miss Cummings’s voice was more forceful this time, as if she was willing Dalal to give up her secrets.


    Dalal met her probing eyes and tried not to show anything of herself. “Everything is fine, Miss Cummings. I’ve had a bit of the flu this week. It’s been keeping me from sleeping and I’m tired all day. I’ll rest more on the weekend and will be better on Monday.”


    Miss Cummings’s eyes felt like lasers into her soul. Dalal knew that her teacher didn’t believe her, but smiled as if she’d just told the truth.


    “Can I go now? My mother needs me at home today.”


    Miss Cummings tried one last time. “Is everything going well at home?”


    “Yes, Miss Cummings.”


    Those eyes searching her own and then the sigh and raised hand. “You can go then, Dalal. I’m here if you ever want to talk.”


    “Thank you, Miss.” She left the classroom and started down the hall. Joe was waiting for her just around the corner near the water fountain.


    “So what did she want?” he asked. “Was she mad you were daydreaming in class?”


    Dalal shook her head. “She just wanted to know if everything was okay at home.”


    “Maybe you should tell her how strict your parents are. She could talk to them and get them to loosen up.”


    Dalal looked at Joe and back down at the ground. He really didn’t get it. Nobody did.


    Joe held the door open for her and they stepped outside into the bright sunshine. From the top of the steps, she checked the street and parking lot. No sign of Ghazi. Her shoulders relaxed.


    “So have you asked about coming for supper tomorrow? We can play a little one-on-one basketball afterwards or just hang out if you want.”


    “I don’t think so. I’d have to lie to get out of the house.”


    “Why don’t you? My mom will back you up.”


    Dalal took a step down. “She’d go along with whatever story I come up with?”


    “Yeah. I told her your family has you in this stranglehold. My mom’s cool. She thinks you should be able to socialize like other kids.”


    “What if my family comes to check up on me? They will, you know.”


    “You can say that you are doing a project with Meghan. She’ll cover too. We’ve already discussed it.”


    His sister was in grade ten, a year ahead of her, but her parents wouldn’t know that. It might just work. She almost gave in until reason and the fear returned. “It’s too risky.” She jumped down the last of the steps. She spotted Ghazi ahead of her getting out of his car. “My brother,” she shouted without looking back. “Don’t come near me.”


    She started running but Joe’s voice followed her flight. “Meghan is going to call you tonight, so be ready to play along.”


    If Ghazi hadn’t looked at her at just that moment, Dalal would have turned and told Joe not to let his sister do anything so foolish. Instead, she kept running toward her brother and didn’t look back. She reached him out of breath.


    “Your hijab isn’t covering all your hair,” Ghazi said.


    “It slipped when I was running.” Dalal tugged it back into place.


    “You’re late. I’ll drive you home so you can get your homework done before you make supper.” Ghazi looked back toward the school. He squinted into the sun. “Do you know that boy on the steps?”


    She turned. “Not really. He’s in one of my classes, that’s all.”


    Ghazi shielded his eyes with one hand and stared at Joe a moment longer. Dalal looked at the ground and stopped breathing. At last Ghazi dropped his arm and pointed toward his black car across the street. “Let’s go then. I have another errand to run after I drop you off.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    After a meal of scrambled eggs and toast, Kala called for Taiku and they set out for a walk up the road. The night was calm and the air cooler than it had been the past few evenings. She wasn’t a fan of heat and welcomed the lower temperature. She felt the stress of the day slipping away as she walked past untamed stretches of trees and bush. Taiku stayed close for the first few minutes, but there was a rustling in the long grass and he raced ahead of her, tail and ears on alert until he was out of sight. She ran after him, calling his name, worried that he’d corner a skunk or porcupine. She had no energy to deal with either tonight.


    She rounded the bend in the road and stopped mid-yell. Taiku was standing in the road growling at Gundersund and his Border Collie. She called for Taiku to stop and by the time she reached the dogs, Taiku was sniffing the Collie, whose tail was wagging back and forth. Kala wasn’t sorry that Taiku’s first instinct was to be protective, but she was happy that he’d never attacked another dog or human. She had no doubt he would if she was truly threatened. Her eyes lifted to Gundersund standing a short distance behind the dogs. A grin spread across his face as he caught sight of her. He stepped forward and patted both dogs on their heads before walking over to meet her. “Looks like Minny and Taiku are hitting it off. Nice evening.”


    “Does your dog actually like being called Minny?” She was winded and felt at a disadvantage coming upon him so unexpectedly.


    Gundersund laughed. “She’s never complained. Fiona named her after a favourite aunt. Where did the name Taiku come from?”


    “Not from a favourite aunt.”


    “You’ve neatly sidestepped my question.” He smiled.


    She smiled back at him. “I’ve made a religion of avoiding answering questions.”


    “I’ve noticed.”


    Kala inhaled the smell of sweet grass and rich earth and looked into the deepening shadows cast by the pine trees. The houses on Old Front Road were widely spaced with a tangle of woods between that gave the sense of being in the wilderness. The sun was sinking over the trees, and already stars were glittering through the darkening sky visible above the ribbon of road.


    “The heat wave is over. It feels like fall’s in the air.” She looked back at him. “I think we should pay a visit to Professor Tadesco’s office in the morning. Leah was in his class and he is often around the help line. He might be the other man in her life.”


    “Good idea. I can pick you up. It’s on the way to the station.”


    “No, I’ll meet you. I like to have my own vehicle.”


    “Suit yourself. Not everyone gets to ride in my Camero though.”


    “I’m sure there’ll be other opportunities.”


    They started walking side by side down the side of the road toward the dogs. The silence stretched between them. She wanted to ask him about his wife, Fiona, but she’d made a pact with herself not to get involved. He hadn’t struck her as married, though. It was odd that he’d never mentioned his wife.


    “How old is your dog?” she asked instead.


    “Minny’s four. Taiku?”


    “Eight.”


    The dogs had stood still for a moment, watching them getting closer before chasing each other down the road in the direction of Gundersund’s house.


    “We’d better corral them,” Gundersund said. “It’s a quiet night but traffic does travel this road.” He whistled and Minny broke away from Taiku. Kala called Taiku to come. The dogs loped up next to them and Kala reached down to rub the fur behind Taiku’s ears.


    “Would you like to come in for a tea?” Gundersund asked. He’d crouched down next to Minny and looked up at her as he waited for her to respond.


    Kala’s instinct was to refuse. Nothing good could come of socializing with a partner. On the other hand, agreeing to a cup of tea might be a conciliatory gesture since it looked like they were going to be working together for the next while. “If you’re sure it’s okay.”


    “Why wouldn’t it be?”


    “No reason.” Except your wife might not appreciate me spending time alone with you after work hours since I heard the rumour that she’s trying to get back with you. She’d seen the way Fiona Gundersund had checked her out. Her look had been a challenging one when she’d introduced herself as Gundersund’s wife. Not ex wife. Kala had to admit that she wouldn’t have placed the blond beauty Fiona with Gundersund. It would have made more sense for him to be the insecure one.


    They walked another ten minutes up the road. His house was set back closer to the lake. Grey shingles. Cape Cod two-storey. They walked around the back to enter. The grass needed a mow and the garden was a mass of weeds with a few hardy perennials breaking through. A solitary lawn chair faced the water. The dogs raced around the yard and disappeared into the underbrush.


    Gundersund watched her trying to decide whether to go after them. “They’ll be fine,” he said. “Minny never goes off the property. Coming?”


    He started back toward the house, not waiting for her to follow. She took a last look in the direction of the lake and figured the dogs would be okay. There was another hour before complete darkness would descend.


    Gundersund stood holding the door for her.


    “I don’t know why anybody would want to live in the city,” she said as she reached him, “with all this beauty on our doorstep.”


    “Yeah, I’m really glad I moved out here.”


    Kala turned toward the side of the house. A few steps and she heard an engine getting closer. She stopped. “I think you have company,” she said. “Isn’t that a car pulling into your driveway?”


    “I’m not expecting anyone.” Gundersund shut the door and came back toward her.


    Tires crunched on the gravel. They looked at each other and Gundersund shrugged. A car door slammed.


    “Paul, I brought that wine. I thought we could …” Fiona strode around the corner and stopped. She looked at Kala and the smile slipped from her face, but only for a moment. “I see we have company.”


    Kala felt Gundersund move away from her. She looked at him but he was facing another direction, watching his wife walk toward them. Kala expected him to greet Fiona but he didn’t say anything, even after Fiona reached them and stood in front of Gundersund waiting. Her eyes moved from Kala to Gundersund, where they remained. The silence stretched uncomfortably. Kala jumped into the empty space.


    “I’m just on my way. I stopped by to confirm where we’ll be meeting up in the morning.”


    Fiona’s eyebrows arched in a puzzled line and she half-turned, one hand raised toward the corner of the house. “I didn’t see your car in the driveway.”


    “I’m staying at a friend’s just down the road. My dog and I were out for a walk and I spotted Gund … your husband’s car.” Kala felt like she’d been caught doing something wrong. It was time to get out of here and let whatever was going on between the Gundersunds play out in private. She turned toward Gundersund. “I’ll see you around eight tomorrow then.”


    He nodded. “I’ll meet you outside his building at eight.”


    Kala called for Taiku and gave thanks when he bounded toward her. “Nice to see you,” she said to Fiona, bending to grab Taiku’s collar.


    “Come by again,” Fiona smiled, “when you have more time to visit.”


    Kala reached the corner of the house and looked back. Fiona had looped her arm through Gundersund’s and was looking up into his face. He lifted his eyes to look over Fiona’s head toward Kala. She had no idea what he was thinking, but doubted it was regret that she was leaving him to do whatever married couples did on a warm evening. She’d actually been looking forward to that cup of tea he’d promised, so all the regret was on her side.


    She kept walking. When she made it home, she’d make herself a pot of Darjeeling and sit on the back deck with Taiku to watch the sun set over the lake. She’d hold firm to her vow not to get involved with her co-workers in the future.


    “Show’s over, Fiona. You can let go of my arm.” Gundersund shook her off and started back toward the house. He could hear her following close behind.


    “She’s a girl of few words,” Fiona said. “Pretty, though, if you like that type.”


    Gundersund stopped and looked at her. “She’s my partner, Fiona. Nothing more. Why are you here anyhow?”


    “I wanted to put it right between us. I know I acted crazy last year but I’ve realized what’s important.” Her blue eyes were magnets drawing him in. He knew that she was aware of her effect on men, on him. Gundersund didn’t want to go back there with her.


    “I’m not up for doing this tonight. It’s been a long day.”


    “I know something to take the stress away and help you relax.”


    He ignored the suggestion in her voice. “All I want is some sleep. Why don’t I see you tomorrow?”


    “I was hoping to have a tour of your new house.”


    “Another time.”


    He admitted to himself that it was tempting. Invite his wife inside and take up where they’d left off. Pretend the past year had never happened. There was a time not so long ago that he would have done anything to have her back. It hadn’t even mattered that she’d left him for another man. He hadn’t known how he was going to spend the rest of his life without her in it. She seemed to read his mind.


    Her fingers traced along his forearm. The heat flickered like a pilot light in his belly. He looked down at her. Her blue eyes were wide-open, shining beacons.


    She let her hand rest on his forearm. “Would it help if I told you I know I screwed up? I know you have every right to be angry with me, but I’ve changed. Being away from you made me realize how good we were together, what I’d thrown away by being so stupid. I was scared at the thought of a family, but now I’m ready to have a baby, Paul. I’d like to settle down and make a family. I’m done with all the rest.”


    He wanted to believe her. He’d been the one who’d wanted a child but she’d refused so many times, he’d given up on the idea. Now she was offering the only thing that could get him back into the marriage. Was this what he wanted? Could he trust her again?


    “Let me sleep on it,” he said finally. “I need some time, Fiona.”


    She reached up her hand and touched his cheek with the tips of her fingers. “I owe you that, I guess. When you’re finished thinking it through, I’ll be waiting with the wine chilled. This time I won’t be going anywhere. It’s time I came home.”


    Three calls later, Gail stood up from her desk and stretched her arms toward the ceiling. The last caller was a first-year biology major whose girlfriend left him on the weekend. He’d drunk himself into a depression and was thinking about dropping out of school. She’d convinced him to seek a counsellor, or at least he’d said he would call the number she gave him. She’d done all she could.


    Pleasure spread through her veins like warm treacle. Damn, she was good at this job. There was something about the anonymity of the calls that kept her from feeling judged and let her say things she never would say face to face. The pain at the other end of the line was something she’d lived. She said the comforting things to them that she would have liked someone to have said to her on those days she’d thought about killing herself in high school.


    She looked across at the clock on the wall and saw it was going on eight-thirty. Where had the evening gone? Her eyes swung back to the empty desk across from her. And where the hell was Wolf? He’d become unreliable after he broke up with Leah, mooning around as if they were still a couple. Now he was all but lost in action.


    Something cracked like a gunshot against the front door. Gail jumped at the noise, banging her knee against the desk. Her eyes swung toward the door and her mind started scrambling as she remembered that she hadn’t checked the lock.


    She took a step toward the door, then moved back to her desk and searched around in the drawer until her hand wrapped around a pair of scissors. She pulled them out and started back toward the door, walking as silently as she could across the floor. The detached, rational part of her thought about how ridiculous she was being, but the scared part of her was running the show.


    She reached the door and held up her hand to test the handle. Slowly, slowly, she levered it down until it wouldn’t move any farther. Relief made her weak. She let out her breath and slumped backwards against the wall. Nate had remembered after all. She was locked safely inside and whatever had hit the door was likely thrown by a passing student. She laughed at her fear of a moment before and pushed herself forward from the wall.


    A sharp knock on the door behind her stopped Gail mid-stride. Her heart jumped like a frightened rabbit and she shrieked. She swung her fist up to her mouth and stifled a second scream. Once she got her emotions under control, she tiptoed back to the door and leaned her ear against the wood. The solid feel against her skin gave her strength.


    “Is that you, Wolf?” she asked. No answer. “Wolf?” she yelled.


    A man’s voice penetrated the door. “Yes,” he said and she let her breath out in one long sigh. Wolf had shown up after all. Damn the man for scaring her … and for being so late.


    She grabbed the key from its hook on the wall and inserted it to unlock the deadbolt. Mark had set this system up against the wishes of the group. It took a key to lock the door from the outside and a key to open from the inside. Mark swore it was fail-safe, even after they raised concerns about fire. “The key will always be right here next to the door,” he’d said. “You can put it into the lock at the ready if it makes you feel more secure.”


    Her hand hesitated for a moment as it crossed her mind that she hadn’t exactly recognized Wolf’s voice through the door. It might even have been a woman talking in a low voice if she was being honest. She could ask Wolf to identify himself again, but he’d think she was crazy. After all, who else could it possibly be? She pulled down on the handle.


    “You’re late, Wolf man,” she said swinging the door open. She expected to see his hairy face and was momentarily startled that nobody was standing on the top step. “Where are you?” she called, getting royally pissed off at the infantile hide and seek game, as she took a step outside. She craned her neck to look down the street. It was eerily empty, dark shadows between the buildings. She hesitated. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She began to tremble in the cool evening air.


    This didn’t feel right.


    Something clicked behind her and she began to turn. “Not funny, Wol …” her words were cut short by a whoosh of movement and lights as the raised brick smashed into the back of her skull. Her neck snapped forward and her teeth clamped together, cutting into her tongue. Blinding pain radiated from the back of her head the split second before her world went black. The force of the impact toppled her unconscious body onto the concrete steps like a sack of cement, where she lay with her head hanging over the edge, her arms and legs wantonly splayed. The scissors dropped into a hyacinth bush directly below. Mercifully, she didn’t feel a thing when her face banged against the concrete as she was dragged back inside and rolled with a kick against the wall. Nor did she offer any resistance when her arms and legs were pulled back and she was hog-tied and left like a trussed-up chicken until the cleaner’s arrival at six-thirty the following morning.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    It felt like Kala had just closed her eyes when the alarm broke through her beautiful dream. The beautiful dream had been coming on the nights when she was overtired like a returning old friend. In the land between sleep and awake, she was ten years old again and running in her deerskin moccasins down a dirt path through the woods near Birdtail Creek where Lily waited for her by the river. The running always took up a good part of the dream, and tonight was no exception. When she finally reached Lily, their conversation was always the same.


    “You’re late, but I told you I’d wait for you, Sun.” In the dream, they used the childhood names they’d given each other. Lily crouched down and lit a cigarette, blowing smoke toward the river and squinting at something on the far bank. She wore her old buckskin jacket and her hair hung in two black braids half-way down her back.


    Kala dropped down next to Lily and hugged her knees to her chest. “I had trouble finding you. I’ve been running and running.”


    “Well, now you’ve found me.” Lily’s mocking smile turned in her direction and it changed into her happy one — the smile she seldom used. Her eyes turned old. “I have a daughter now, Sun. I named her Dawn, after you. She’s the best thing I ever did. I want you both to meet soon.”


    “I want to meet her too.”


    “Family, Sun. We’re family, and no matter where me and Dawn go, that won’t change.”


    “You’ll come back for me, Lil?”


    “You know I will. You can bet your life on it.”


    Kala leaned her head against Lily’s shoulder and they sat silently in the falling autumn leaves until the darkness made Lily’s face shadow over and recede into graininess, like a movie camera pulling back.


    Kala reached over and slammed down on the clock’s alarm button. She rolled onto her side and opened her eyes, watching the morning sunlight stream through the open window and letting the warm feeling from the dream settle into her for a few moments. This was as much of Lily as she would ever have, this fuzzy childhood memory from their lives on the rez some eighteen years ago mixed up with the present. Their reunion as adults half a year earlier had ended as quickly as it had materialized. Lily had disappeared with Dawn and left no forwarding address, but Kala would search no more. Their spirits would have to meet again in another world. The dream was nature’s way of helping her to accept that.


    Kala slipped out of the covers and padded naked to the bathroom, leaving Taiku spread sleeping across the foot of the bed. She turned on the faucets and let the water run hot before she stepped into the shower. She stood in its steaming stream as she washed her hair and soaped her body. Afterwards she dressed in clean jeans and a white blouse, leaving her shoulder-length hair loose to dry.


    “Come, Taiku,” she called. “Time to rise and shine.”


    Taiku raised his head from his paws and jumped from the bed, leading her out of the bedroom. They went downstairs into the kitchen. Kala started a pot of coffee and put on Marjory’s sweater from the rack near the back door before stepping outside onto the deck. She and Taiku walked across the lawn down to the river’s edge. Clouds had moved in overnight and the sun was hidden behind grey skies. A stiff wind crashed waves against the shoreline. Kala shivered and buttoned the sweater before following Taiku down to the narrow strip of beach, sidestepping the waves slurping up on the sand and rocks. They walked to the far point where Kala stopped to skip stones across the waves.


    “Look at that, Taiku. Six skips. I’m becoming unbeatable.”


    Taiku sat down next to her, his tongue lolling out one side of his mouth, and looked out at the lake as if he was thinking over her words. She laughed and bent down to scratch his head. “Let’s head home then and get you some breakfast.”


    The wind was against them walking back and she thought about the cup of hot coffee waiting for her. She even had enough time to toast a bagel to go with it. Still a half hour of peace before she had to meet Gundersund.


    They were climbing up the short embankment onto the grass when she spotted him sitting on the stairs of the deck. Her heart gave a jump for which she mentally kicked herself. She would not let the man mean more to her than he should, even if there was something about him that made her happy to see him.


    Gundersund stood at her approach and his eyes found hers. He started across the lawn to meet her half way. She noticed that his hair was wet, slicked back from his forehead. He’d missed a dab of shaving cream on his cheek, all speaking to a rushed exit. He was dressed much like her in jeans and a light-blue denim shirt under a windbreaker. What she could see of the shirt looked wrinkled.


    “I thought we agreed to meet at Tadesco’s office?” Her voice came out gruff, but he didn’t seem to notice.


    “Trouble, Stonechild. We have to get to the help line centre instead. I tried to call, but when you didn’t answer your phone, I thought I’d better come over to get you.”


    “I left my cell inside while we took our morning walk. Sorry. What happened?”


    “The cleaner found a staff member unconscious when he opened up this morning. Somebody smashed her head in from behind and tied her up. She’s in bad shape.”


    “Which one?”


    “The girl with the tattoos. Gail Pankhurst.”


    “Damn.” Kala wondered what she’d missed. Could she have prevented this? She had to put the guilty thoughts away. “I never had a chance to interview Gail yesterday. Looks like Leah Sampson’s death is somehow linked to the help line.”


    “It’s looking that way.”


    “Della Munroe also smashed in Brian’s head from behind. I wonder if that means anything.”


    “I thought of that too. But Della didn’t tie her husband up and tear apart his office.”


    “They were searching for something?”


    “Apparently. Rouleau’s going to meet us there.”


    Kala nodded and started past him. “Let me get Taiku some food and I’ll be ready to go. Looks like we’re about to have another long, messy day.” She stopped and moved a step back toward him. “Two young women. What do they know that somebody is willing to kill them for?”


    “It could be Leah’s secret boyfriend. He might be desperate to keep the affair from being exposed.”


    “Someone said that Gail Pankhurst kept notes about her coworkers. You might be onto something. The fact both women work at the help line could be a red herring as far as the motive goes.”


    “We should also consider that the two attacks aren’t connected.”


    “What do you think the odds of that are?”


    “Low, but still needs considering.”


    Kala thought for a moment. “You haven’t mentioned the other option.”


    “Which is?”


    “Somebody phoned in information anonymously and Leah threatened to reveal what they told her. Maybe they’d done something so horrific that she was willing to break the code of silence.”


    She could see the skepticism in his face. “I don’t know how she could have exposed anyone since they never identify themselves.”


    Kala accepted his doubt without protest and started up the steps after Taiku, but her mind was turning over possibilities. At the top, she stopped again and turned to face him. “What if she recognized their voice? What if she let on she knew who the caller was and they had to make sure she never told anybody what they’d done?”


    Gundersund looked up at her. She could see him thinking about what she’d said. His voice came out harsh in the morning’s silence. “Then whatever it is they’re trying to hide must be pretty damn awful if they’re willing to kill two women to make sure it never sees the light of day.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    I’ve sent Woodhouse and Chalmers to get a search warrant and then over to her apartment to go through her things.” Rouleau led them across the office to the corner where Gail Pankhurst had been found trussed up and unconscious. He pointed to her dried blood. “She bled from her head but the cut was superficial. It was the force of the blow that did the damage.”


    Gundersund squatted down for a closer inspection. Kala looked at Rouleau. “Is she going to make it?”


    “I don’t know.” His anger at what they’d done to the girl mirrored what he saw on Stonechild’s face. “From the trail of blood, we can tell that after she was hit from behind on the steps she was dragged across the floor and left there by the wall. Somehow they got her to unlock the door. Mark Withers is outside. He said that Wolf was supposed to work last night but sent a text around nine that he’d been held up. Withers also said that Nate would have locked the door on his way out per their rules since Gail was on the night shift alone when he left her.”


    “Maybe he didn’t lock it.”


    “There’s blood on the top step so it appears she was lured outside or she was heading home and the attacker surprised her.”


    “Her bag is upside down by her chair. She would have had it with her at the door if she was on her way home.” Stonechild stepped around papers strewn in fistfuls around the room and an overturned chair on the way to the desk where Gail had sat the day before. “She kept files on people. Could that be what they were looking for?”


    “Maybe. The files would be on a computer, but I’d be surprised if she kept them on a common drive at work. Chalmers will pick up her home computer or laptop from her apartment. That said, she might have kept a notebook too. Mark Withers’s office has also been ripped apart.”


    Gundersund moved next to Rouleau and said, “We should get him in here to see if anything is missing.”


    Rouleau agreed. “We’ll let forensics finish their work in his office first. Go find out if he knows anything else and I’ll send word we’re ready for him. Dino Tadesco was at home but said he’d be here within the half hour when Withers called him. He should have arrived by now.”


    Stonechild and Gundersund exchanged glances. “Fortuitous,” Gundersund said. “Saves us a trip.”


    They walked outside and found Professor Tadesco and Mark Withers standing with a police officer at the bottom of the steps. Tadesco saw them first and broke away from the group. Gundersund hadn’t met Tadesco before and studied the most likely candidate for Leah’s lover as he approached. Tadesco could be Italian aristocracy, a tall man with slicked back black hair and a swarthy complexion. An open trench coat and loose silk scarf around his neck added to the European flair. He strode toward them like a man used to having people take him seriously. Gundersund thought the guy a serious fop.


    “What the hell is going on?” Tadesco demanded. “How could this abomination happen again to one of our staff?” He angrily ran a hand through his hair. “Have you any idea who could be behind this?”


    “Nobody yet,” said Stonechild. “We’re hoping you might have some ideas.”


    Gundersund glanced at her. Had she also caught the false note in Tadesco’s anger? He didn’t know her well enough yet to tell the difference, but he’d swear there was irony behind her words. Tadesco plowed on, oblivious.


    “This is insanity. Leah and Gail were both wonderful girls. Bright, dedicated to helping others. I can’t imagine why anybody would want to hurt either one of them.”


    “So you knew them both well?” Gundersund turned his focus back on Tadesco and watched to see if he gave off any tells about his relationship with Leah Sampson.


    “Of course.” Tadesco waved him off and turned sideways to look at Mark, who’d stepped up next to him. “Mark, have you any idea about what is going on here?”


    Mark shook his tangled blond hair. “Gail was quirky but harmless enough.” He paled. “She wasn’t thumped, was she?”


    “We don’t have that information yet,” Gunder-sund said.


    “Christ,” Tadesco said. “Could this get any worse?”


    “She could die,” Gundersund said. He looked past Tadesco to the cop signalling to him on the top of the steps. “Come with me, Withers. Time to find out if anything is missing in your office.”


    Tadesco and Mark looked at each other. “We’ll meet up later,” Tadesco said. Mark nodded as if some message had passed between them. Gundersund exchanged a glance with Stonechild. She was watching both men intently.


    After they’d gone, Kala said to Tadesco. “We will get to the bottom of this with some cooperation. Have you any information that could help us?”


    “I wish I did. If this keeps going the way it is, the university will be pulling the plug on the help line. I can’t tell you the politics of keeping the place going, but let’s just say some will be more than happy to use the money elsewhere.”


    Kala looked across the street. Small groups of students were gathering on the sidewalk and along the roadway. A news truck had pulled up and a reporter was angling herself so that the cameraman had them in his shot. Tadesco followed the line of her eyes.


    “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I don’t know about you, but I have no desire to be on the six o’clock news.”


    “Lead the way.”


    She followed him at a half-run down the street to the next block. They ducked into another limestone building crawling with red ivy and walked side by side down the wide concrete stairs into the basement. Two couches and four chairs were arranged to their left. Lamps on coffee tables served as muted lighting, giving the space a private, cozy feel. Tadesco made for the chairs near the pillar. Kala was happy to see the room was empty of eavesdroppers.


    “Coffee?” Tadesco asked, pointing to a vending machine in the corner of the lounge.


    “Sure. Black is fine.” She took a seat and waited while he fiddled with coins and buttons. He returned balancing two Styrofoam cups and handed one to her before sitting in the chair next to her. He sipped as he sat down. She smelled his musk scent, both expensive and inviting. It was the kind of scent that could make a woman want to bury her face in a man’s neck.


    “Terrible swill, but welcome this morning.” He stretched out his long legs, elegantly draped in expensive black slacks. “I found this little spot quite by accident last year and use it as my refuge now and then. It’s usually empty of students.” He smiled at her as if they were sharing a private moment. She could see the charm he used to make his way through life.


    “I thought your office would be your refuge.”


    “God no. I can barely get any work done there. Students and faculty are stopping by constantly.” His eyes were dark and his black lashes were long and thick. Bedroom eyes.


    “Leah Sampson took your class last year and this semester. Was she one of the students stopping by to see you after class?”


    “On occasion.” He sipped his coffee and eyed her over the brim of the cup.


    “Do you sleep with your students, Professor?” Kala asked.


    He slowly lowered the cup. “I’ve never had relations with any of the women who work at the help line, if that’s what you’re asking. If Leah or Gail was having an affair — and I doubt very much if Gail has emerged from the closet — they were not having one with me.”


    Kala listened for the lie in his voice. She detected something off, but he sounded sincere about Leah and Gail. She thought over how he’d worded his response. “You didn’t sleep with Leah or Gail. Have you slept with other students?”


    His eyes widened before he looked down into his coffee cup. “I don’t see the relevance or the need for me to answer.”


    She waited a bit to see if he’d fill the space with further explanation. He didn’t and she figured best to let it go for now. “Have there been threats to the help line centre staff before this?”


    She observed the lines in his face relax at the change in subject. “No. Nothing. We keep a low profile and don’t broadcast our staff names or whereabouts.”


    “But somebody could find the location if they set their mind to it?”


    “Sure. The location of the Queen’s Help Line is in the school directory, although we only advertise the phone number in pamphlets and such. We don’t hand out the address as a rule.”


    “Back to Leah Sampson. Do you know why she and Wolf Edwards broke up?”


    “I heard through the grapevine that she’d met someone else.”


    Kala nodded. “We heard the same thing. Do you know the name of the new love interest?” She watched conflicted emotions dart across his face. It seemed he had loyalties to someone he was reluctant to implicate.


    “Look, I thought it was Mark Withers at first to tell you the truth. He assured me, however, that he would not sleep with the staff. I believe him.”


    “Was Wolf angry with Leah when they broke up?”


    “Initially they weren’t speaking to each other. They were friends again a few weeks afterwards. Wolf isn’t the type of man to hold a grudge.”


    “What kind of man is he?”


    “Poetic, deep. He’s a man whom people gravitate towards because he cares about them. I would no more believe him a killer than I would you, Inspector Stonechild.”


    “A strong vote of confidence.”


    “Well placed, I assure you.”


    Kala tried one more avenue through Tadesco’s carefully constructed answers. “Did you know that Gail was keeping notes on her co-workers?”


    Tadesco’s laugh was loud and spontaneous. “Who would believe she’s as good a counsellor as she is? I think it has something to do with all the pain in her own life. Being overweight, socially inept, and gay do not many friends make. Gail put up an eccentric front, but she was just getting by the best she could. If she was keeping notes, they were harmless observations.”


    Kala finished her coffee and stood. “I hope you’re right, Professor, but somebody was desperate to find something in your help line offices. If you think of what it could be, here’s my card. Call me anytime.”


    Tadesco stood as well and flicked the card against his wrist. He leaned in toward her and said, “I will most certainly be in touch if I remember anything that could help. You can count on it.”


    They walked up the stairs together and he shook her hand before he headed on foot toward his office. He pulled out his cell and held it to his ear as he strode away from her, his trench coat flapping around his long legs. Kala stood without moving and watched until he disappeared from view. She started back to the help line centre, his musky smell stubbornly filling her nostrils as she climbed the steps to find Gundersund and Rouleau.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Rouleau looked up from his desk to find Stonechild hovering in the doorway, one hand lifted to knock. Her eyes were bright and excitement shone from her face.


    “Have you got a moment, sir?”


    He raised a hand and motioned for her to sit in the chair across from him. “You look like you’ve made a discovery,” he said, leaning back in his chair, “or maybe I’m just being hopeful after Woodhouse called in that Gail’s roommate reported that her laptop wasn’t in their apartment.”


    Stonechild flashed a quick smile. “I believe I have. It might be nothing, but then again, you never know what will be important at this stage.”


    “What have you got?” He straightened and reached for the papers she passed across the desk.


    “Professor Tadesco told me he hadn’t slept with any women at the help line, but he was evasive when I asked if he’d slept with any other students. It got me wondering. I called the university and had them send me over his class lists for the past few years. Interestingly, Della Munroe was in Tadesco’s class last year and again this semester. She might just like his teaching style or she could have something going on with him.”


    Rouleau studied the sheets, a tingling starting at the back of his neck, the sensation he got when facts started to realign. “It could be a coincidence.”


    “I know it’s a bit of a long shot, but interesting nonetheless. The thing that I find odd is that Tadesco never mentioned her when we discussed Leah’s murder and Gail’s attack. If I had a student whose husband was also killed the same week, I’d probably mention it in passing.”


    “Yeah, that would seem like an obvious observation to make. If he’s having a relationship with Della, do you think that he would admit to it if confronted?”


    “I doubt it. He has too much to lose. I’m not even sure where an affair between the two of them would fit into our case.” Stonechild looked less certain than when she’d entered his office. “Maybe it’s just a coincidence that Della keeps taking his classes, like you said. An odd coincidence, but possible.” She shrugged and took back the papers. “Any word yet on Gail Pankhurst’s condition?”


    “I checked ten minutes ago. She’s still unconscious but stable. I have an officer on the door to her room.”


    “Gundersund and I are heading over to interview the people in the offices next to the help line centre.”


    “Good idea. Check in later.”


    “Will do.” She hesitated at the door. “Do you think this person was after her laptop all along?”


    “No idea, but it’s the only thing that appears to be missing. It’s not that valuable an item to fence.”


    “It’s getting harder to separate what’s important and what’s collateral damage.”


    “We’ll keep our minds open. You never know when something will pull all the pieces together.”


    Rouleau sat looking out the window and thinking about what Stonechild had told him. It was odd that the people in the Munroe and Sampson cases crossed paths, but perhaps not impossible with the university campus connections. The possibility that Della Munroe was having an affair with Tadesco would put a new spin on the story she’d given earlier. However, her involvement in a tryst really was nothing other than a hunch on Stonechild’s part. It wasn’t even strong enough to question her about. A hypothetical affair wouldn’t hold much water in court. Yet, Stonechild had a sixth sense that he’d learned the hard way not to question.


    He checked his watch. Going on three. He reached for the phone. His father picked up after two rings. He was just back from a few hours at his office on campus and settling in for a nap. This bought Rouleau some time. He offered to pick up some fish and chips on his way home if his father didn’t mind waiting to eat for a few more hours. His dad said no problem.


    Rouleau hung up and made an effort to reread the morning reports. The words blurred after ten minutes. He removed his reading glasses and rubbed his eyes. He could use a nap himself. He’d been on the move since he got the Pankhurst call at five fifteen.


    Vera poked her head around the door. She was slightly winded, her blond hair in disarray. “I just came to warn you. I overheard that lawyer Suzie Chen talking on her cell outside the ladies washroom. She told somebody that she was on her way to rattle your cage about the Munroe case.”


    “I’ve got nothing new to tell her.”


    “I thought you might want to head home and miss another confrontation.”


    “Has anyone ever told you what a treasure you are?”


    She smiled. “All the time. By the way, Heath is due back tomorrow.”


    “He’s fished out the lake?”


    “Oh, I don’t think he ever catches anything.” Her smile shifted sideways, turning up one side of her mouth. “But I’m sure you do.” She was gone before he could formulate a reply. He shook his head and grabbed his jacket. Vera was turning into his Moneypenny. He was a far cry from James Bond, however.


    He checked the hallway for Chen and hurried across to the fire escape. The best way to beat fatigue and to avoid an angry lawyer was to get out and do some investigating; leave his desk and get into the field. He felt his spirits rise before his foot hit the first step. The heaviness in his head had lifted by the time he reached the parking lot.


    Della was moving around the living room, talking into her cellphone and pacing back and forth in front of the window. Once she stopped and looked out, her hand raised to the curtain. Her long black hair was tied up on top of her head but a piece had escaped and hung lankly across one eye. Her free hand pushed the hair away every so often but it always fell back. She wore a silky green dress that Rouleau imagined rustled when she moved. He could detect no grief in her face as she looked out onto the street, her mouth opening in laughter. She turned her back to the window and disappeared from sight.


    Before opening the car door, Rouleau checked the side mirror. A car was racing up the street toward him and he hesitated. The red Explorer pulled into the driveway in front of Della Munroe’s house and he slumped lower in the seat.


    A short Mexican woman in a rainbow-coloured skirt got out of the driver’s side and opened the back door. A small boy got out. He was a mixed-race child dressed in shorts and a Mickey Mouse T-shirt. He looked across the street toward Rouleau’s car, and even from that distance, Rouleau could see that he had his mother’s large blue eyes, although the black hair that surrounded his face was a mass of kinky curls inherited from his father. He was a startlingly handsome boy, a miniature model with a face that was going to break hearts. The woman took his hand and they walked to the front door. They waited nearly a minute for Della to answer, the boy hopping from one foot to the other while the woman kept hold of his hand. Finally, the door opened and the two stepped inside. Rouleau saw the flash of Della’s green skirt before the door closed.


    Rouleau debated watching the house a while longer or heading to the fish restaurant for takeout. It was going on five and if he left now his dad could eat his supper in front of the early news. He sat for a while longer, going over in his mind everything he knew about the Munroes and their marriage. While he reviewed the information, he kept an eye on the front door, but nobody came outside. The living room window remained empty. Twenty minutes later, he started up the car. He took one last look at the house. Something niggled in his memory but he couldn’t pin it down.


    He was turning onto Brock when it struck him. There hadn’t been any mention of a nanny or domestic help in the reports. Had Della hired someone this week? He’d have thought the Munroes couldn’t afford one from what he recalled of their finances. He made a note to himself to check the next morning when he got into work.


    It was nearly five when he pulled into the fish restaurant downtown, a street over from Princess. The entire time he waited at the counter for his order, he pictured Della Munroe in her silky green dress standing in the window, laughing at whatever somebody had said over the phone. Head tossed back and red lips parted. The eyes that had looked out across the yard had been excited, happy even. Her recovery a week after killing her husband was nothing short of miraculous. It was enough to give a seasoned detective pause.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    The whole family gathered around the dinner table to eat the meal Dalal had cooked after school. As instructed by her mother, she’d made a simple chicken korma simmered for an hour with ginger, garlic, and cashews, served over basmati rice. Her mother had shown a generosity of spirit by preparing a big bowl of phirni, Dalal’s favourite dessert, a rice pudding made with cardamom and pistachios. Dalal worried that the delicious pudding was to soften whatever her mother was planning to do next. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d prepared a treat and done something horrible soon afterward.


    Her father was silent during supper. He only roused himself after dessert was served to ask Ghazi about his latest soccer game. Dalal tried to decipher the looks that passed between her mother and Ghazi during the meal, but she was at a loss. Meeza was quieter than usual, her eyes downcast and her head bowed, but she ate everything on her plate and asked for a second helping of phirni. For once, their mother placed another scoop into Meeza’s bowl without chiding her for being a glutton.


    Dalal became more and more agitated as the meal progressed. She practised a question in her mind but couldn’t make the words come out of her mouth. Fear kept her from asking what she most wanted to know. Her father pushed his bowl away and placed his spoon on the table, and she knew it was now or never. She took a deep breath before speaking.


    “Mother?” she began in a small, questioning voice.


    “Yes, Dalal?” Her mother, father, and Ghazi fixed on her with their eyes. Even Meeza’s spoonful of pudding stopped half-way to her mouth as she lifted her head. Her black eyes widened and she looked across at Dalal. Dalal wanted to crawl into a safe, dark hole, but the thought of Meghan’s phone call kept her speaking.


    “I’ve been working on a school project with a girl named Meghan in my class. She’s invited me to her home after school tomorrow to finish it. She asked if I could stay for supper.” Dalal folded her hands in her lap and lowered her head in the sign of submission that her parents liked to see.


    “Where does this girl live?” her mother asked.


    “A few blocks from the school. Her mother and father will be home tomorrow evening. She has assured me.”


    “What do you think, Burhan?” Her mother looked across the table at her father.


    He didn’t speak and Dalal stole a glance to gauge his reaction. He seemed deep in thought. She lowered her head again and waited.


    “Dalal has been working hard and she is an obedient girl. I think we can let her finish this project with her schoolmate. Will it be too much of a burden for you to prepare the meal with Meeza?” he asked her mother. His voice brooked no dissension and Dalal dared to hope.


    “I can prepare the meal,” said her mother with a loud sigh. “If you think it is proper for Dalal to eat at this girl’s house, I will gladly do the work at home.”


    “I do not see any harm,” her father said.


    Ghazi remained silent. Dalal couldn’t believe her good fortune. She would get to spend an evening with Joe away from the suspicious eyes of her family.


    She was nearly done her English homework when Ghazi walked into her room without knocking. He sat on the edge of her bed and waited for her to turn around. He tossed a foam football from one hand to the other. When he looked at her, Dalal felt a shiver travel up her spine but she kept her eyes steady on his.


    “What do you want, Ghazi?”


    “How come you never mentioned this girl Meghan before?”


    “She’s just a girl the teacher put me with to do a project. She seems okay.”


    “What is the project about?”


    Dalal had expected this question and she was ready. “We had to pick an early American author and analyze their work.”


    “Really? And who are you analyzing?”


    “Benjamin Franklin. He wrote the Poor Richard’s Almanack from 1732 to 1758. It had a print run of ten thousand copies per year, which was very impressive for back then.”


    Ghazi shook his head and tossed the football into the air. He caught it with his left hand and leaned back against the pillows on her bed. “Fascinating,” he mocked.


    “I think so.” She kept typing even though she’d already finished putting down all she had to say. What was he waiting for? The bed springs creaked and he shifted closer. She froze when she felt his fingers on the back of her neck. His breathing had gotten heavier, the opposite of hers, which had stopped altogether.


    “Have any boys tried to touch you?” he asked harshly. “Like this?” His fingers moved around to the front of her neck and down the space between her breasts. She felt the heat of his fingers through her blouse. She shook her head hard from side to side.


    “Have they ever tried to touch you here?” he whispered into her ear. His hand had moved to cover her right breast and his thumb rubbed against her nipple.


    “Stop it, Ghazi.” She batted at his hand, but he resisted and squeezed her nipple until she squealed.


    “Stop it, Ghazi,” he mimicked. His other hand had snaked under her shirt and was moving up her skin toward her other breast. He’d pinned her against his chest and his breath was hot and shallow in her ear.


    “I’ll scream,” she said.


    “You’ll regret it,” he said. “I’ll make sure.”


    She stayed as still as she could while he massaged both breasts up and down in circular motions. Hot tears welled up behind her eyelids.


    “Do you have the diary?” he asked. His breath was hot on the side of her face.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Leave me alone.”


    “You know where she …” he began, but a voice at the door to the room made him stop.


    “Can I play?”


    Dalal felt Ghazi’s hands drop from her chest as she looked toward Meeza framed in the doorway, holding her teddy bear, Boo. She had a smile on her face, but her eyes were rimmed in red as if she’d been crying. Dalal stood and moved away from Ghazi.


    “Come in Meeza,” she said. “Ghazi is just leaving.”


    His eyes were angry bees staring into hers. Dalal glared back, trying to hold her ground, all the while fear beating like butterfly wings inside her.


    “This isn’t over,” he said so quietly that Meeza could not possibly overhear. His hand pinched through the fabric covering Dalal’s ribs and he gave a sharp twist before he pushed his way past Meeza and out of the room. Dalal waited until he’d slammed the door to his bedroom and the music from his stereo was once again beating through the wall before she crossed to her bed and lowered herself onto the edge, one hand clutching the place where he’d hurt her.


    Meeza ran the short distance between them and flung herself into Dalal’s arms. Dalal patted her head and wondered how much Meeza had seen. Her little sister was more intuitive than most, even with her limited mental capacities, and Dalal guessed this was the case now. Meeza sensed the danger lurking in their family even if she didn’t understand it. It was up to Dalal to protect her … to protect them both.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Gundersund waited for Stonechild in the hallway near the nurses’ station. He checked his messages and saw one from Rouleau. He read it and speed dialed Rouleau’s number. They finished talking just as Stonechild approached from the direction of Gail Pankhurst’s room. Her face was grim.


    “May as well go,” she said. “Gail’s been put into a medically induced coma. They’re waiting for the brain swelling to go down and hope there isn’t any lasting damage. We won’t be able to talk to her today or maybe not all week. Maybe not ever if she doesn’t pull through this.”


    Gundersund fell into step beside her. “Have her parents showed up?”


    “Apparently not.”


    She’d expressed a lot in two clipped words. He had a good idea what she thought of parents who wouldn’t make the trip to a severely injured child’s hospital bedside. He pressed the elevator button. “Rouleau just told me that the same brand of rope used on Gail was used to tie up Leah Sampson. Forensics said it’s an exact match. No prints.”


    “Had to be the same sick bastard.”


    “We just need to figure out what they were after.”


    They didn’t speak on the elevator. Stonechild was wedged in between a patient in a wheelchair and the back wall. Gundersund exited first and stood off to one side to wait for her while the others filed out. He and Stonechild began walking toward the front doors.


    Gundersund resumed the conversation. “Rouleau said to carry on with the interviews. He’s on his way to Toronto for the afternoon.”


    “Did he say why?”


    “No. Just that he’s checking something out.”


    “So who do we start with first today?”


    “I think Wolf Edwards could do with another visit.”


    “I agree. Jucinda Rivera is working today and I’d like to speak with her after we’re done with Wolf.”


    “Looks like a full morning.”


    “Looks like.”


    They found Wolf still in his pajamas, frying two eggs in a skillet. His black hair was curled in matted chaos around his head, his eyes bleary from too much alcohol and not enough sleep. He had them sit at the crowded kitchen table while he scraped the eggs onto a plate and turned off the burner. He poured three cups of coffee without asking and slid two in front of Gundersund and Stonechild. Then he sat down and pushed the runny egg yolks around his plate with a fork while he supported his chin with his free hand.


    “You don’t seem too concerned about Gail Pankhurst,” commented Gundersund. Wolf had told them he’d already heard about her assault when he answered the door.


    “Not much I can do,” Wolf said. “Luckily, this blinding headache is keeping me from thinking too deeply about anything.”


    “Where were you yesterday? Mark Withers told us that you were supposed to work with Gail but were a no-show.”


    Wolf put down his fork and closed his eyes. “Thanks for bringing up what I was trying not to think about. If I’d been at the help line like I was supposed to, I could have stopped Gail from being assaulted. After I got the call last night about the break in, I redoubled my Scotch intake.”


    “You were out drinking instead of going into work?” Stonechild asked.


    “Yeah. I needed to stop thinking about the guilt I feel over Leah and alcohol seemed like the only way to shut off my mind. Now I have someone else to feel guilty about.”


    “And why do you feel guilty about Leah?” Gundersund asked.


    “Because I walked her home that night and left her to some crazy killer. I keep thinking I could have saved her if only I’d walked her to her apartment door instead of stopping at the corner, or, I don’t know, believed her when she told me to trust her.”


    “She told you that?”


    “I thought she was covering up about an affair. Jucinda told me she’d seen Leah having sex in a car and with all the disappearing and secrecy on Leah’s part, well, it all seemed to add up. I was sure she was having an affair and the guy was married.”


    “And now?”


    “Now, I’m not sure.” He groaned. “I’m supposed to be able to read people and figure out when they’re bullshitting or telling the truth. With Leah, I let the green-eyed monster take over. I forgot to be objective.”


    “Jealousy can make you do things you regret,” commented Stonechild.


    Wolf looked at her, realization dawning in his eyes. “I didn’t hurt her. I would never hurt her. My regret is that I didn’t trust her.”


    “Can someone vouch for you in the bar the night of Gail’s attack?” asked Gundersund.


    “Maybe. I didn’t stay too long in any one place. I came home at one point and drank some more before I passed out.”


    “Run it past me,” Gundersund said, his notebook ready.


    Stonechild waited while Wolf gave Gundersund a rough roadmap of his bar-hopping route. When they finished, she asked, “Now that you’ve had a few more days to think about it, Wolf, do you have any idea of either who Leah was involved with or what else she could have been mixed up in that got her killed?”


    “I’ve thought about that a lot. I just have no idea who she could have been sleeping with. If it wasn’t an affair, maybe it was a call she took over the help line that somebody regretted making. Like I said, Leah got secretive before we broke up. Once she disappeared overnight and wouldn’t tell me who she’d been with or where. I imagined the worst. When she refused to tell me, I called off our relationship. If you can’t trust the person you’re with, what’s the point of carrying on with them?”


    Gundersund nodded. A hit close to home: Wolf could have been talking about him and Fiona. He’d also been consumed by the green-eyed monster, but in his case, Fiona had given him ample proof of her infidelity. He hadn’t broken it off, however. Fiona had been the one to tell him they were over. What kind of a fool did that make him? An even bigger one now that he was considering taking her back.


    Gundersund looked across at Stonechild. She had her head down, writing the last of the information that Wolf had doled out. He bet she never compromised her beliefs for anyone. She looked up, perhaps sensing his gaze. Her eyes went from questioning to unreadable in one split second.


    “I think we’ve got all we need for now.” She looked at Wolf, who was lifting a forkful of cold egg to his mouth. “We’ll check out the bars you gave us. If you think of anything else we should know, give us a call right away.”


    “I know the drill,” Wolf said. “I won’t be leaving town.”


    “So what do you think?” Gundersund asked as they reached his car. “Is he lying?”


    “I’m starting to believe him.” Stonechild opened the passenger door. “Too bad if he’s taken up drinking to ease the pain. It won’t help in the long run.” She tapped the car roof. “Time to track down Jucinda and grill her about this affair she witnessed. Maybe she can cough up a few more details like the make of the car wherein this illicit boinking took place.”


    “Is that the technical name for it?”


    “According to Doctor Ruth.”


    “Are you up for some breakfast on the way?”


    “Yeah. I could eat.”


    “They have a good breakfast at Morrison’s on King. One of Kingston’s landmark greasy spoons.”


    “As long as the coffee is hot.”


    Mark Withers was manning the phone when they entered the help line an hour later. He held up his pointer finger and directed them to the couch. They took seats and waited while he finished his call. The mess of the day before had been cleared away.


    Mark hung up and walked over to them. He was wearing black shorts, a Planet Hollywood T-shirt, and sandals. His streaked blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail and a strap of black leather encircled his neck. Despite his youthful clothes, his boyish face was tired and he looked closer to his age, which Gundersund knew to be mid-thirties.


    “Any word yet on Gail?” Mark asked.


    “She’s in an induced coma, but we’re told she’s stable. They’ll be bringing her around when the brain swelling goes down, which could be anytime apparently,” Gundersund said. “We expected Jucinda to be working today.”


    “She’s coming in later. Nate should be here any minute. I’m running low on staff and nobody’s lining up to replace them, oddly enough.” He grimaced. “Word has gotten around that if you work here, you’d better have some life insurance.”


    “Nate and Jucinda aren’t worried?”


    “They are, actually. Good thing they both need the money, although I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re spending their free time looking for other jobs.”


    Nate picked that moment to enter. He slung his knapsack over the back of a chair and walked over. “Sorry I’m late, Mark. Any word on Gail?”


    “She’s hanging in,” Mark said.


    “Good.”


    “We’ve got a few questions for you, Nathan,” Stonechild said. “Can we use your office, Mark?”


    “Sure. I’ll hold down the phones.” Mark reached the desk in time to pick up on the second ring.


    The cleanup in the outer office hadn’t extended to Mark’s lair. File folders and papers were tossed around the floor as if a gale-force wind had blown through. The garbage can lay on its side, fast food wrappers and coffee cups spread about, a half-eaten sandwich smushed into the carpet. Mark had cleared a place at his desk to work but hadn’t bothered with anywhere else. Nathan righted a chair and sat down. Stonechild and Gundersund leaned against either side of the desk, looking down at him.


    It was a cramped, sunless room and Gundersund felt like a clumsy giant in the enclosed space. He forced himself to ignore the nausea creeping up his throat. “You were home last night I understand,” he said.


    Nathan nodded. “My wife and I celebrated our third wedding anniversary. I took her for dinner and a movie. We got home after eleven.”


    “Have you any insights into what happened here last night?” Gundersund decided an open question might elicit the most information at this point. Mark hadn’t been able to identify anything missing and they were at a loss as to what was going on.


    “Not a clue. We don’t keep money or drugs on the premises. You can find us if you do a bit of research online, but who would want to target this place?”


    “You keep records of the calls?”


    “We do, but the entries are never linked to the callers because we never take names. We’re an anonymous service and that’s well advertised. We don’t give out our names either and we sure wouldn’t meet any of them. That would get us fired.”


    “We were told that Gail kept her own files on co-workers.”


    Nate laughed. “Gail looked at us as her petri dish. She’d say the most outrageous things to see how we’d react. I looked at what she was recording when she forgot her laptop last month. Most of it was silly stuff, although some of it could have been stretched into a study of some sort. She kept one on Leah and others on Wolf, Mark, and her flatmate Elaine. From what I read, Elaine went ballistic when Gail came onto her.”


    “Did Gail record anything about an affair that Leah was having?”


    “She never wrote anything about an affair. Believe me, if she’d known about it, she would have made notes. You’ll be able to read through her files for yourself. She didn’t even have a password on her laptop.”


    “The laptop is missing,” Gundersund said. “And since you are the only one who read the files, we’re going to bring you into the station and have you write down whatever you can remember.” He pondered what it could mean if Gail hadn’t recorded the name of Leah’s lover. Would whoever did this think she had? Would just the thought of their name being recorded be enough for the person to break in and steal the laptop from her? Perhaps Gail had blackmailed him.


    Nathan frowned. “Great. Serves me right for snooping, I guess. Can I do it after my shift?”


    “Now would be better if you can arrange it.”


    “I’ll see if Mark can hold down the fort for an hour.”


    Stonechild stopped Nathan at the door. “As Tadesco’s TA, do you know a student named Della Munroe?”


    Nathan’s back stiffened, his hand on the door knob. He spoke without turning around. “Sure. Smart cookie. Why?”


    “Had you heard there was an accident at her house last week?


    “No. Is she okay?”


    “She’s fine. I wonder if you ever saw her with the professor outside of class?”


    Nate took a step sideways. His eyes met hers and slid away. “Now that you mention it, yeah. She was in his office a couple of times when I went to drop off some papers. Lots of students went to talk to him after class, though. He had an open door policy.”


    “Good to know,” Kala said. “Thanks.”


    Gundersund exchanged looks with Stonechild. He could see that she was as surprised as he was that news of Brian Munroe’s death at Della’s hand hadn’t reached campus. He watched Nathan walk over to Mark.


    “I’ll bring Nathan back to the station and will meet you there once you finish up here,” he said.


    Kala stayed at the help line until Jucinda Rivera showed up for her shift. Nathan and Mark left right after Jucinda arrived, although Mark would be returning later. This time Jucinda was dressed modestly in a loose sweater and jeans. Her motions were jerky as she pulled out a chair to sit down across from Kala in the outer office to be near the phones. She stretched her legs out, crossed at the ankles, and folded her arms across her chest, one hand gripping a Starbucks coffee. “The last damn place I want to be is here,” she said. “I’m handing in my notice today.”


    “Do you believe somebody is targeting women at the help line?” Kala waited while Jucinda took a shaky sip from the cup.


    “What do you think? Two of the three women who work here have been beaten to death. I don’t plan to be the third.”


    “The theory has been floated that Leah Sampson was murdered because of an affair with a married man. You were the one who told Wolf that she was having sex in a car. Can you walk me through what you saw that evening?”


    Kala was surprised to see the flash of guilt on Jucinda’s face, the defiance in her eyes momentarily wavering. Jucinda blinked before fixating on a spot above Kala’s head.


    “I told him that I saw Leah a few streets over in a car I didn’t recognize. I’d just got off shift at around nine o’clock.”


    “It was getting dark, I’m assuming.”


    “Yeah, but the car was under a streetlight.”


    Kala started to have a bad feeling. She watched until Jucinda began to squirm in the chair.


    “Okay, I might not have actually seen her face, but for sure I recognized her shirt and hair.”


    “You didn’t see her face, but by the illumination from a streetlight, you had definitive proof that the woman in the car was Leah Sampson. What was she wearing that was so distinctive?”


    “A white blouse.”


    “And her hair?”


    “Long and dark. She’d been wearing it the same way at work.”


    Kala couldn’t keep the incredulity from her voice. “That’s all you based it on? Were you aware that when Wolf confronted Leah, she never admitted to an affair? She asked him to trust her.”


    “Well, she would, wouldn’t she? She was trying to save her bacon.”


    “I want you to think over what you saw again in that car very carefully. Could it have been someone other than Leah you saw having sex that evening?”


    Kala stared at Jucinda while she waited for her response. Jucinda’s eyes landed on hers then skidded away. One knee began to jiggle up and down.


    “Maybe it wasn’t her.” The words came out barely audible.


    “Can you say that louder?”


    Jucinda sighed long and deep. “I said maybe it wasn’t her, okay? I might have been wrong, but I really thought it was her at first.” Her voice became pouty, “I still think it could have been.”


    Kala felt anger well up inside at this jealous backstabbing that likely lay behind the tragedy that followed. “You never believed it was her, did you? This was a way to get Leah out of the picture so you could make a move on her boyfriend Wolf Edwards. Am I correct?”


    “You just had to look at her to know it was a matter of time before she fooled around on him. I did Wolf a favour.” Jucinda mumbled the words from bowed head.


    Kala fixed her eyes on Jucinda until she lifted her eyes, still defiant but not as confident. Kala let her anger harden her words. “And do you believe you did Leah a favour when you started this lie? Do you believe she’s thanking you now?”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty


    Traffic was heavy on the 401 between Kingston and Toronto but moving at a good clip — twenty klicks over the speed limit. No accidents or bottlenecks until Rouleau spotted the CN Tower ahead in the distance when traffic abruptly narrowed to one lane and slowed to a snail’s pace. He had time to study the map as he idled near an off ramp. After ten minutes of stop and go, he passed a car flipped over and a long haul truck jackknifed sideways into the base of a concrete overpass. Police and a tow truck were clearing the scene. From what Rouleau could see, the ambulance had come and gone. As soon as he passed the last of the emergency vehicles, he carried on in the centre lane until he saw the Yonge Street exit.


    He took Sheppard Avenue into North York and hung a right on Florence. A lot more high rises spotted the neighbourhood than the last time he’d visited this area. He took Radine into the residential streets until he reached Stuart Street. The houses on the north side of Stuart were prime property, backing onto the ravine that cut north from the West Don River. It was an old working-class neighbourhood, but a goodly number of the small brick homes had been bought up by developers, torn down and spit into the landfill. Fancy oversized homes decked out in beige, cultured brick had taken their places, large price tags and small yards the new normal.


    Rouleau checked the house number again on the paper lying on the passenger seat. Half-way down the block, he pulled over to the curb directly across from one of the original grand dwellings: two-storey gold brick with a turret and leaded windows. As he walked toward the front door he saw harbingers of decline in the tired paint around the door and fissures in the concrete foundation. The bushes under the bay window were overgrown and badly in need of a trim. It was as if the will to keep the place going was slipping away, although he still put the property at two million easy.


    It took a few minutes before the front door was slowly opened by a Latino woman with grey hair and black eyes. She wore a pink nursing uniform and rubber-soled shoes. She looked at him quizzically before her eyes lit in recognition as she recovered the memory of his appointment.


    “You are the detective from Kingston who called,” she said, stepping aside to let him enter. “You’ve come at just the right time. Mr. Amato is having a good day. He’s expecting you.”


    She led Rouleau into the back of the house to a sunny solarium. An emaciated man was stretched out on a couch, his head propped up by pillows and a red blanket covering his legs even though Rouleau found the room hot and suffocating. Tubes from a tank of oxygen were hooked into the man’s nose. Classical music played softly from speakers hidden somewhere in the room. A medicinal smell cloyed Rouleau’s senses.


    “Do you need anything, Mr. Amato?” the nurse asked. When he shook his head no, she signalled for Rouleau to sit in the chair across from him and said, “I’ll be back in ten minutes to see you out.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that you’ve been ill,” Rouleau said, pulling the chair closer. His words sounded grossly inadequate to his own ears. The man before him with skin the colour of waxed paper and diminished size was obviously nearing the end. The nurse had told him that Amato had two months left to live on the outside when he called the evening before. “I just need to find out about your daughter, Della.”


    “Del-la.” His papery voice rose just above a whisper.


    “You were upset that she married Brian Munroe.” Rouleau wanted to make the interview as easy as possible, to save the man from having to speak more than necessary.


    “Began long before that.” Mr. Amato paused, gathering his strength. “Della caused … so much pain. Stole money. Lied all the time.” Another pause. Another deep sucking of oxygen from the machine. “My wife and I gave up. Couldn’t take it anymore. Had to think of Emily.”


    “Emily?”


    “My other daughter. Lives nearby.”


    Rouleau nodded, surprised that her name hadn’t been in any reports. “Is it okay if I speak with her?”


    “Go … easy,” Mr. Amato smiled, his face softening at the thought of her. He coughed, a harsh rasp deep in his chest. His face contorted into a purplish knot and he pushed forward, trying to catch his breath. Rouleau rose to fetch the nurse. Mr. Amato waved him off and sucked in oxygen from the tank. “Am okay,” he said. He took a few moments until his chest stopped its frantic in and out.


    Rouleau lowered himself into the chair, anxiety making him lean forward to watch for any more signs of distress.


    “Della’s changed. Am hoping. My wife and I … our fault.” Deep regret settled over his face. His eyes fluttered closed as he sank into the pillows. “Need to make it right. It’s just the two of them left now.”


    Rouleau lightly touched Mr. Amato’s shoulder. The collarbone jutted sharply against his hand. Amato’s wife had died a few years before. The two of them must be Emily and Della. Rouleau was suddenly too cognizant that this would be the one and only time he would meet this man, because his spirit was slipping away to a different plane. Rouleau wasn’t sure if he believed in an afterlife. He hoped along with everybody else, but he didn’t have the gift of blind faith. He spoke softly, not sure if Amato was still awake. “I’ll let you rest now, Mr. Amato. Emily should be able to fill me in on the rest. I appreciate that you saw me today.”


    Mr. Amato’s eyes fluttered open. The sound of his breathing was laboured as he pulled oxygen in sucking draws from the tubes. His eyes closed again but this time did not reopen. A harsh snoring sound started in his throat.


    Rouleau watched for a moment more before standing. He stopped at the door and looked back. Mr. Amato had already drifted into a restless sleep. His mouth was open and pain lined his face.


    The nurse met Rouleau in the hallway. “He’s sinking fast,” she said. “But something is making him hang on. When he gets it settled, I expect he’ll be at peace enough to slip away.”


    She directed him down the street and around the corner to an older storey-and-a-half that had yet to be plowed under by developers. It was tucked in between two monoliths, three-car garages butting up against the property line on both sides. Rouleau studied the exterior: original red brick with wide concrete steps, a rose garden in vibrant bloom under the living room window. It was a well-kept house with a warm feel.


    Emily Amato was a lesser version of her sister Della. Plump with black hair cut in a short bob. The dark almond-shaped eyes were the same, except for the kindness in these ones.


    “I’ve made coffee,” she said, leading him into her sun-filled kitchen that looked out over a garden of tomato plants and sunflowers. “Please have a biscotti. I made them yesterday.”


    Rouleau settled in and sipped the mocha brew topped with thick cream. The Italian biscuit was lemon-flavoured with vanilla-almond icing. He took a moment to savour the flavours while she watched him with troubled eyes. The room smelled of garlic, onions, and brown sugar.


    “You have a sister. Della,” he started awkwardly, aware that this woman had no reason to share her family secrets with him. “I’m trying to find out more about her.”


    “She’s hurt somebody.” Emily’s eyes searched Rouleau’s and found confirmation. “I knew one day … well, that one day, she would go too far.”


    “Can you tell me about her? I understand she was estranged from your family.”


    Emily’s hands clenched into a single fist on the table. She bowed her head as if in prayer. “My sister was never right. In my earliest memories of her, she was manipulative, always the victim. My parents fell for her stories for a long time before they saw that she did nothing without calculation.”


    “Could you give an example?”


    “I was born two years after Della. When I was five, she pushed me down the stairs. I was eleven when the stealing started. She took everything that mattered to me and either got rid of it or ruined it. She threatened to hurt me if I told. I got good at hiding when anyone or anything mattered to me. I learned that after she broke my cat’s back legs.”


    “And your parents had no idea?”


    “Not for a long time, or at least they weren’t willing to admit it. They bent over backwards, trying to make her feel loved, hoping she’d outgrow this phase. Dad especially pandered to her demands. But it wasn’t a phase. It’s who she is. When Della was thirteen, she turned on our mother and made her life a living hell. It’s a testament to my father and the strength of their marriage that they never divorced. When Della couldn’t break them up, she faked having cancer. She was seventeen. She had us and everyone we knew believing she was on death’s door. She even shaved her head so we’d think she was having chemo. People sent money that she never paid back. For my father, it was the final straw. When he found out how she’d used us, used all our friends, he kicked her out. He never saw her again until last month.”


    “She came to Toronto?”


    “With her son. She’d somehow found out that Dad was ill and was trying to worm her way back in. You may have noticed that my father has money. He’s also weak when it comes to Della. She told him that her husband Brian was abusive and she needed help to get her son away from him. Dad told her that he’d pray for her. He didn’t promise her anything, thank God.” Emily freed one hand and crossed herself.


    “I imagine that didn’t make her happy. You know that she killed Brian and claims it was self-defence after some escalating abuse.”


    The surprise in Emily’s eyes sparked, then quickly disappeared. “Della phoned Dad that Brian had been killed, but she never said that she did it. She was distraught and begged him to send money so she could come home to Toronto. Dad told her she and Tommy could stay with him. I was livid when I heard. How did she kill him?”


    “She hit him with a hammer in the back of the head. Twice. She said that he raped her a few days before and she took out a restraining order. She claims that he was trying to take Tommy away and she acted out of duress.”


    “Based on the fact you’re here, you must have doubts about her innocence.”


    “I do.”


    Emily lifted her face to his. Rouleau saw anxiety in the creases and lines around her eyes. “Nothing that Della has ever done in her entire life has been without calculation, without concern for anyone but herself. I hope you can keep her away from my father these last weeks of his life. I dread how all this will end. She’ll stop at nothing to get the inheritance. She’ll sacrifice everything to get what she believes should be hers.”


    “You make her sound like a monster.”


    Emily looked Rouleau directly in the eyes. “If my sister is allowed free rein, I’m not sure any of us is safe. Me, least of all. If you don’t find a way to convict Della of murdering her husband, Inspector Rouleau, I fear that you’ll be investigating my murder next.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-One


    The pizza smothered in gooey mozzarella cheese, pepperoni, and mushrooms was a rare treat for Dalal. Joe’s mother insisted she have three pieces and then a large slice of chocolate cake with strawberry ice cream for an added bit of heaven. Dalal’s mother scoffed at American food. She never gave Dalal or Meeza spending money in case they wasted it on foolish western food or clothes. She would have turned a shade of purple with steam coming out of her ears if she could see Dalal now. Dalal smiled thinking about this image of her mother while she sat quietly, enjoying the easy conversation and joking that went on between Joe and his sister and mom. Easy talking. No watching for words to set anybody off or waiting for a slap to reach across the table.


    Joe’s dad was away on a business trip in Vancouver, but Joe and Meghan Skyped him after school. He’d even talked to Dalal through the marvel of technology in a way that her own father would never speak to her in person. He’d asked how her day went at school. She couldn’t remember her father ever asking about her school work. Her parents had only spoken of Ghazi having a career. She dreamed of being a nurse, even if she just took the two-year college course and not the university degree as she would have wished. But she knew the time wasn’t right to ask them. Her darkest fear was that it would never be the right time.


    Dalal tried to store every moment of this visit inside to take out later when she was alone. This was how a real family lived; a family that loved each other and didn’t put family honour above everything else. Her own mother was uncompromising about proper behaviour. She would not tolerate daughters who did not bend to her will. She believed in punishing the sinner.


    There had been a time when Dalal had bought into it, believing her parents were always right. She’d been horrified when her older sister Nadirah had rebelled against them, staying out at night, taking off her hijab, wearing mascara and blue eye shadow and faded jeans. The fights between Nadirah and their mother had been brutal, until the Saturday night when Nadirah had been beaten with a broom handle. After that, she’d stopped arguing and had done whatever her mother asked of her at home. Yet Dalal knew it was all an act; secretly Nadirah was doing whatever she wanted once out of sight of her family.


    Once Dalal had seen Nadirah with a white boy standing outside the 7-Eleven. Nadirah had been laughing and touching his face with her graceful fingertips. Dalal had stopped for a moment, caught between panic and the realization of how beautiful her sister was, her long black hair trailing down her back, her curves outlined in the tight jeans and silky blouse. Her black eyes had glowed with happiness like they never did at home. Dalal had run as fast as she could away from Nadirah and her rebellion, fear for her sister beating inside like a trapped bird. If Ghazi had happened by, Nadirah would have been locked in her room for the rest of the school term.


    “I saw you,” Dalal had said. “Ghazi will find out and tell. You’ll be punished and it will be very bad.”


    “You worry too much,” Nadirah had laughed off Dalal’s whispered fears later when they lay on her bed after supper. “I just want to be like other girls. I just want them to stop telling me what to do. This is Canada, not India. Girls are free here. They aren’t kept like butterflies in a jar. Someday, you will understand. You’ll feel what I feel. I know you have the same questioning heart. Now go do your homework, little Dalal, while I write in my diary. When I tell the pages what I’m thinking, they never tell me that I should stop leading my own life like you and the rest of this family do.” Nadirah had smiled to let Dalal know she was teasing her. She knew Dalal would never betray her.


    Dalal had lain on her stomach on her own bed, working on her math homework, but she couldn’t make the fear in her chest go away. Something terrible was going to happen. Nadirah’s recklessness would be found out and they would make her pay.


    “What are you thinking about?” Joe asked.


    Dalal blinked. “Pardon?”


    Joe laughed. “I asked you twice if you wanted to shoot some hoops but you didn’t answer.” He held up a basketball. “We have twenty minutes before my mother has to drive you home.”


    “I was just … never mind. We could play twenty-one.”


    “Best out of three.”


    “You’re on.”


    Joe hesitated. He looked down at her legs. “You could borrow some of Meghan’s jeans if it would be easier. You’re close to the same size.”


    She looked down too at the skirt that ended just above her running shoes. The head scarf was waiting just inside the front door for her to put back on. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I’m used to running in this.”


    The net was screwed into the top of the garage and visible from the street. Dalal checked for Ghazi’s car between throws, ready to run into the backyard if she spotted any sign of him. She kept her worry to herself, not wanting to ruin the last of their time together. Ghazi would have thought nothing about dragging her out of the driveway in front of everyone if he knew she was there with a boy.


    She tried to shake off the sadness that suddenly filled her. This would be the one and only time she would be allowed to have supper with his family. Even now, a little bead of worry had worked its way into her mind. Why had her parents let her come tonight? Were they up to something and wanted her out of the way? She bent low and grabbed the ball from Joe as he bounced it past her on his way to the net. A quick turn and she threw the ball skyward. It bounced off the garage and dropped with a swoosh through the net.


    “Gimme five!” Joe said, holding up his hand.


    She slapped his palm.


    “Next time you come, we’ll get Meghan and Mom out here for a real game.”


    She turned her eyes away from his smiling ones. “Next time,” she said as if she believed there would actually be one.


    Taiku ran ahead of Kala and disappeared into the tall grass, his tail beating the stalks back and forth like a fan as he went. Kala walked along the side of the road, letting Taiku have free reign. He’d been shut up in the house all day and deserved an unhindered run. It was a cool evening after the stretch of late September heat. Even the shadows were getting longer for this time of day. Kala looked skyward. Soon the geese would be heading south. She would get the urge to leave too, restless for something she could never put her finger on. It was the same every year.


    She half-expected to meet Gundersund and his dog along the route and was surprised at how disappointed she felt when they didn’t appear. The real surprise was that Gundersund was turning out to be good company: quiet for the most part but not because of a lack of intelligence. Like her, he didn’t speak to fill in the silence. She was comfortable in his presence. The urge to keep moving and to be alone had ebbed for a little while. Rouleau and his dad were two others who might keep her from heading out as soon as they solved the Sampson murder and the Pankhurst assault, which hopefully wouldn’t be upgraded to murder. The latest report had Gail stabilized but still in the coma. Maybe this year the birds heading south wouldn’t get her gypsy blood flowing.


    “Come, Taiku,” Kala called. She held her fingers to her mouth and let out a shrill whistle. She stood stock still and waited. A moment later, he bounded out of a thicket and led the way toward home, stopping and looking at her every so often to make sure she was following.


    She’d picked up a prepared curried chicken and rice dish on her way home that she put into the oven. It would have gone nicely with a glass of white wine and she closed her eyes, imagining the taste on her tongue. She wondered if she would be able to reintroduce alcohol into her life. Could she limit herself to one glass, or was she one of those people who couldn’t stop once the drinking began? Her self-imposed sobriety surely was proof that she could practise restraint, or was she only deluding herself? The biggest part of her was scared to find out.


    She’d just settled down at the kitchen table with a cup of tea when her cellphone rang. She looked at the number before answering.


    “Shannon! What a nice surprise.”


    “I never know when to call you.” Shannon’s voice travelled across the miles from Northern Ontario. “Are you staying in Kingston?”


    “For now. How’s everything with you?”


    “Good. I have some news though.”


    “Should I be sitting down?”


    “Maybe. We received an alert across the wire about two armed robbers on the run. Nation-wide alert.”


    Kala felt her stomach drop. “Don’t tell me,” she said. “Lily.”


    “Yeah. Her and Gil Valiquette, a recent guest of Millhaven. I thought you should know. She might try to track you down.”


    “She told me that she’d stopped. Was anyone hurt?”


    “They had a few people as hostages but let them go. They were holding up a liquor store. It doesn’t look good for her, Kala. Valiquette must have dragged her back into the business.”


    “How could she be so stupid?” Kala rubbed her forehead. “Any word on Dawn, her daughter?”


    “Nothing about a kid in the alert.”


    “Shit.”


    “So she hasn’t made contact? You’re like the only family she has, even if you’re not blood relatives.”


    “She wanted nothing to do with me.” Kala thought about Ray at the Birdtail Reserve in Northern Manitoba. Lily might head there. “I’ll keep an eye out but I don’t expect to see her.”


    “Good. Sometimes working at a police station turns out to be worthwhile. I would never have known if I wasn’t checking the alerts today.”


    “Well thanks for letting me know, but I don’t think it’ll matter to me one way or the other. As I said, we really aren’t in each other’s lives.” Kala heard Shannon cover the receiver and call to someone.


    “Gotta go,” Shannon said. “I’m hosting book club and the first people just arrived. Talk soon?”


    “Yeah, soon.”


    Kala closed the connection. She sat with her chin cupped in her hand, thinking about what to do. The problem was that if she tracked down Lily and her boyfriend, she might be forced to turn them in. Not only was she sworn to uphold the law, but there was also the girl to think about. Dawn was only twelve years old, still young enough to have a life if someone cared enough to give a damn. She could call Ray and warn him that Lily was likely on her way to him. It wouldn’t be much but he might be able to stop her if forewarned.


    The oven timer beeped and Kala jumped in her chair. Supper was ready. She looked at the phone and weighed the wisdom of contacting Ray, then stood and dumped her cold tea down the sink. What was she thinking? She’d promised herself not to get involved with Lily ever again. Lily didn’t want saving, and she had nothing left to give. She felt the teapot with her fingers. It was hot still and there was enough tea for a fresh cup to go with her dinner. She would eat on the verandah and listen to the waves rolling onto the beach at the end of the property. The sky was clear and the stars would be out soon. There’d be enough light for her to take Taiku down to the water for a last run before bed. She’d jog alongside him and wear herself out and hopefully sleep would come quickly so that she could shut out the day.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Two


    The door was unlocked and the house was silent when Dalal stepped through the back door. Joe’s mom had dropped her off in front of the house but no eyes had been watching from behind the living room curtains. Dalal breathed a sigh of relief but the worry was still with her. Just what was her family up to?


    Ghazi’s car was gone from the driveway but her father’s was in its usual spot. Dalal walked to the kitchen but her parents weren’t there. Dirty dishes and cooking pots filled the sink and spread across the counter. Her mother had made shrimp biryani by the smell of ginger, garlic, and chilies and the leftover basmati rice, cashews, and raisins in the serving bowl. Trust her to make Dalal’s favourite meal the one time she was away for supper. Dalal looked through the kitchen window. They were both sitting in the swing, her father reading the paper and her mother knitting. To anybody else, they would look like a normal family, spending quiet time together and enjoying each other’s company.


    Dalal opened the door and called to them that she was home. The yell startled her mother. Her surprised look flashed guilt and anger in quick succession, and Dalal felt the worry in her belly growing. Her mother called her to come over. Her father looked up, saw her, and looked back at the paper. Dalal crossed the lawn to stand in front of them.


    “Your project is finished?” her mother asked. Her mouth settled back into its familiar scowl.


    “Yes. Thank you for letting me go to Meghan’s. We’ll get a good mark. I am sure of it.”


    Her father grunted.


    “Where’s Ghazi and Meeza?” Dalal asked.


    “Ghazi is out with his friends.” That flash of something odd crossed her mother’s face again. “Meeza is in her room. She has the flu and went to bed early. Do not disturb her, whatever you do.”


    Dalal found both curious. Ghazi didn’t have any friends that she knew of. Meeza had been fine that morning when they left for school together.


    “I’ll go finish my other homework,” Dalal said, shifting her knapsack from one shoulder to the other. “If you don’t need anything, Mother.”


    “Clean up the kitchen first,” her mother said.


    “Yes, Mother.”


    She didn’t make it upstairs until eight o’clock. Meeza’s door was shut and Dalal paused before knocking. She put her ear against the wood and heard what sounded like a wounded animal crying inside: a keening wail that made the hairs on her neck stand on end. Dalal walked back to the head of the stairs. Her parents had come inside while she worked in the kitchen. They were watching a show on television and the volume was up high. Her father was going deaf but refused to go to a doctor. Dalal tiptoed back to Meeza’s door and turned the handle. Locked. It must be locked from the outside. She knocked as loudly as she dared.


    “Meeza? Meeza? Are you okay?”


    The wailing quieted, but Meeza didn’t answer. Dalal waited as long as she safely could before crossing the hall to her own room. She shut the door and felt in her knapsack for Nadirah’s diary. It was time to do something. She prayed that she hadn’t left it too late.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Three


    The team met in Rouleau’s office at eight a.m. the following morning. Vera had let him know on his way in that Heath was expecting a briefing at nine. Chalmers took the seat closest to the door, which Rouleau thought was a symbolic move in light of his pending retirement. Woodhouse and Gundersund sat next to each other and Stonechild picked a spot on the other side of room. They looked tired, or maybe he was projecting his own weariness.


    “We need to make another stab at finding something on Della Munroe,” Rouleau began, and explained what he’d uncovered with her family in Toronto.


    “She’s done a good job covering her tracks,” Chalmers said. “It’s her word against a dead man’s. We’ve got no definitive forensics proof either way, but what we do have points to her innocence.”


    “Will her sister testify?” Stonechild asked.


    “Yes, but it won’t be enough.” Rouleau looked at her. She’d been eager to tell him something when she first came in, but he’d wanted to get this case out of the way first.


    “We could bring Della in and grill her again,” Woodhouse said. “Get her to contradict what she told us. She must have tricked Brian into coming by the house and set the whole thing up.”


    “She sounds like one sick fuck,” Chalmers said. He looked across at Stonechild. “Excuse my French,” he added.


    Rouleau decided to ignore him. “Right, so what have you got on the Sampson murder? Stonechild?” He nodded at her.


    “We might be on the wrong track with her too. Turns out she wasn’t having an affair, at least not in the front seat of a car. Jucinda Rivera told Wolf that Leah was getting it on in the car without actually seeing her. Jucinda based her story on black hair and a white blouse, but after pressing her she admitted that she didn’t believe it was Leah when she told Wolf. Jucinda appears to have wanted Wolf for herself.”


    “Same outcome though,” Chalmers said. “Wolf and everyone believed she was having it on with a married man. The motive’s still there.”


    “Except,” Kala said, “that it rules out the lover as a suspect since there wasn’t one, and it makes me wonder why Leah let everyone believe she was cheating. From all accounts, she was still in love with Wolf. Doesn’t add up.”


    Chalmers’s voice got more forceful. “It adds up. She was cheating with somebody else and thought she’d been caught. She broke it off with the other guy and he got even.”


    “There’s no proof she was,” insisted Stonechild. “Plus, why would this phantom lover torture her? What would be the point?” They locked eyes.


    Chalmers smiled out of the side of his mouth. “Women are natural-born cheaters. Just ask Gundersund.”


    The room went quiet. All eyes turned as one toward Gundersund. He looked at Chalmers. “Speaking of sick fucks.”


    Rouleau stood. “That’s enough. Chalmers and Woodhouse, go back and re-interview everyone who knew the Munroes. Gundersund and Stonechild, carry on with your lines of enquiry. I have to fill in Heath.”


    Rouleau watched them file out and shook his head. Chalmers had offered to stay on a few extra days rather than use up all his vacation. It would have been better if he’d taken the full two weeks before his official retirement kicked in. Maybe with his partner gone, Woodhouse would fall into line. Hopefully a new partner would spark something in Woodhouse. The problem was that now Rouleau had to find Chalmers’s replacement. Good recruits weren’t exactly lining up at the door. Vera had vetoed all the applicants so far. She was going to have to work some magic.


    Rouleau made his nine a.m. meeting with Heath, who looked rested and wind-burned after his fishing trip. He listened to Rouleau’s debrief of the two cases without comment. After a suitable pause, he steepled his fingers under his chin and said, “Sounds like you have it all in hand. Would be good to make an arrest for the Sampson murder soon since whoever killed her and beat up Pankhurst appears to be ramping up. The Munroe killing is more contained within the family. I understand you haven’t found a house to your liking?”


    “Not yet.”


    “Laney is good. She’ll find you something soon, I imagine. Chalmers’s party is set for next Friday night. Vera has made all the arrangements. You’ll put your cases on hold for a few hours of team-building.”


    “If nothing else breaks open.”


    “Granted. Is Stonechild planning to stay on the team?”


    “She’s considering it. We haven’t any potential replacements for Chalmers yet.”


    “Vera’s on the case. She has some new resumes for you.” The phone on Heath’s desk rang. “Anything else before I take this?”


    “Not a thing.”


    “Good. Be sure to keep me in the loop.”


    “So what was that Chalmers dig about?” Kala asked Woodhouse when she met him in the hallway.


    “You don’t know?”


    “Would I ask if I did?”


    “Touché. Gundersund’s wife left him to live with another guy. A doctor rolling in dough.”


    “I saw her at Gundersund’s house the other night. They both seemed okay.”


    “Word is the doctor wised up and dumped her. I’m not surprised she’s worming her way back in with Gundersund. He’s got this blind spot when it comes to Fiona. She’s good looking and all that but none of us can figure it out. The woman’s a barracuda in a lab coat. Well, see you later.”


    “Yeah. Later.”


    Kala waited in the hall for Gundersund to finish in the washroom. They fell into step on their way outside. She felt uncomfortable walking next to him across the parking lot, knowing that she’d betrayed his privacy. He didn’t appear to notice her discomfort since he barely acknowledged her presence. His jaw was set and he wasn’t talking. They reached her truck.


    “I’ll spend the morning at the help line and we can meet at the Merchant for lunch if you like. My turn to buy.” She knew it was guilt behind her offer. Maybe a bit of pity thrown in too.


    Gundersund looked at her and saw something in her eyes that made him flinch. “Let’s leave it open. I’ll call when we get done talking to Della’s classmates.” He’d been given a uniformed sidekick for the morning who’d already started the car.


    “Great. Let me know if you find out anything interesting.”


    The only one answering the phones when Kala arrived at the centre twenty minutes later was Mark Withers. She took a seat at the empty desk next to him and waited for him to finish a call. She couldn’t help but tune in to his end of the conversation. He was talking a student into going to the hospital to get his depression meds adjusted. After a great deal of coaxing on Mark’s part, he hung up the phone and turned to face her. His surfer boy good looks were fraying. She threw him a smile. He looked like he could use it.


    “Hard morning?”


    “My staff have all been killed, assaulted, or harassed by police. I’m forced to man the line until Nate, the only one left, I might add, shows up at noon. The university is threatening to cut our funding … and, oh yeah, my wife is getting pissed because I’m never home anymore. It’s been a bloody hard morning, and month for that matter.” He managed a bleak smile. “So what do you need from me today?”


    “You seem close to Dino Tadesco.”


    Mark shifted away from her, a subtle body movement but one that Kala read as resistance to her probing. He wouldn’t be telling her the entire truth.


    “We hang now and then.”


    “Did he also hang with others on staff? Wolf or Leah?” She hated the word hang. It was so imprecise, it could have meant anything.


    “Not so much. He wasn’t sleeping with either of them if that’s what you’re asking.” Mark laughed.


    “Was he sleeping around on his wife with someone else? A student?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “But you must have insight into his fidelity, or lack thereof, since you spend a lot of time together in bars after work.”


    Anger flashed across his boyish face, but only for a second. “You people really do check under every rock, don’t you? All I know is that we didn’t fool around on our wives when we were together and we never discussed doing it. Not every man screws around, Detective.”


    “So you say.”


    The phone rang, interrupting what he was about to reply. “Hello?” He turned away from her, but immediately turned back around, his expression puzzled. “Leah Sampson? May I ask how you got her name?”


    Kala moved her chair closer. “Man or woman?” she whispered.


    Mark covered the receiver with his hand. “Girl, young,” he mouthed. He uncovered the receiver. “So, this was how long ago?”


    Kala put out her hand. “I’ll take it.”


    Mark covered the receiver again with his hand. “Goes against our rules …”


    Kala wriggled her fingers. “I’m overruling your rules. Give it here. Tell her you’re handing her over to Leah as requested.”


    Mark tried to outstare her. He lost. After a few beats he said into the phone, “I’ll just pass you over. One moment.” He gave Kala the receiver without another word but his angry face spoke volumes.


    “How can I help you?” Kala asked, Mark quickly forgotten. As hoped, the girl assumed she was speaking with Leah Sampson. Kala listened closely to the timbre of the speaker’s voice. She placed her at about twelve but she could have been older.


    “I was told to call you if I needed to reach my sister.”


    “Can you tell me your name?”


    Kala listened to the in and out of the girl’s breathing. Finally, a deep inhale of air and, “My sister’s name is Nadirah. I need to speak with her.”


    Nadirah. The name sounded Middle Eastern or Indian. Kala spoke carefully. She couldn’t let on that she had no idea who Nadirah was or what her connection had been with Leah Sampson. “I wonder if you and I should meet … so that I can fill in Nadirah about why you need to reach her. It will help when I arrange for her to contact you.”


    Another pause.


    “Can you tell me your name?” Kala asked softly. “I’d like to help.”


    “I can’t … not now.”


    “Are you in school? I could come to you.”


    “No, not here. Maybe I can meet you someplace. I’ll call you back after I check.”


    “When will you call back?” Kala didn’t want to let her go. She felt in her gut that this child was the link to what had happened to Leah.


    “I’ll know tomorrow. I’ll call around this time.”


    “I’ll be waiting for your call tomorrow at this same time,” Kala repeated.


    Mark jotted something down and turned the paper toward her. She read the words: Is she in danger? Kala nodded in his direction.


    “Are you safe?” she asked.


    The breathing quickened on the other end of the line. “No,” the girl’s voice was just above a whisper. “We are not safe.”


    Before Kala could respond, the dial tone hummed in her ear. She hung up the phone and tried to put together what had just happened.


    “So?” Mark asked. “Did you get her name?”


    Kala pulled herself back from the minefields and focused on his face. She felt the urgency to act, but felt completely helpless. Could she have done something to keep the girl talking? Had she let the opportunity slip away?


    “No, she didn’t give her name, but Leah must have gotten involved in a situation that got out of control. You said that your staff don’t give out their names or make personal contact with callers, correct?”


    “You got that right. If they did, they’d be fired. Anonymity on both ends is the foundation of the help line.”


    “I think Leah might have broken your number one rule. This girl mentioned that her sister’s name is Nadirah. Does that ring any bells?”


    “Never heard that name before. It’s unusual enough that I would have remembered if Leah had mentioned it.”


    “Leah must have kept whatever she was doing to help this person a secret.”


    They were both silent. Kala didn’t have to spell it out. Whatever Leah had done in secret had probably led to her death.


    “Let’s hope the kid calls back tomorrow,” Mark said. “Hopefully she won’t find out in the meantime that Leah Sampson doesn’t exist anymore.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Nadirah is a Muslim name,” Kala said to Gundersund. She scrolled through the list of girls’ names on the site. “From India,” she added.


    Gundersund looked up from his computer. “There can be serious family issues in their communities. Girls aren’t regarded the same as boys in some immigrant families from that neck of the world. We had some cultural sensitivity training last year. Bit of an eye opener.”


    “Do we have any database that would help us to find this family if we did a search of the name Nadirah?”


    “Depends on whether Nadirah had a driver’s licence or police record. It’s still tough without a surname. She might have been a prostitute. That might explain why the little sister doesn’t know where she is. I’ll run a check.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Sure,” Gundersund said. “The family could be abusive and the little sister’s in trouble now that her sister has taken to the streets.”


    Kala rubbed her forehead. She smiled as a thought broke through her fatigue. “Nadirah must have been a student at Queen’s if she called the help line. I could call records to check.”


    “I’ll get someone on that too,” Gundersund said. “You look like you need some lunch.” He checked his watch. “It’s going on three.”


    “Maybe that’s why I’m feeling light-headed.” Kala stood. “Can I get you anything?”


    “I ate at one so I’m good, thanks.”


    “I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”


    She took the stairs to the cafeteria and ordered a roast beef sandwich and a coffee. On second thought, she asked the girl to add a salad. It had been a while since she’d eaten anything green and leafy.


    She found a spot out of the way of traffic and sat down to eat. She wanted to take a break from work but the kid’s voice on the help line phone that morning was still playing in her brain. It raised disturbing images of Dawn on the run with Lily and her con boyfriend. Two innocent young girls in trouble and all Kala could do was search through databases and spin her wheels. The inaction was driving her crazy. She was chomping to do something to somebody. The feeling that time was slipping away while trouble brewed like a gathering storm was getting tough to shake.


    Gundersund found Stonechild staring out the window, sipping on the last of her coffee. He stood for a moment just inside the doorway to the cafeteria and watched her unseen. She was deep in thought in the middle of a room filled with chatting officers and clinking dishes, the only one sitting alone. She didn’t appear bothered by her solitary lunch. The stillness of her features was Zen-like.


    He heard his name and glanced to his left. Fiona was waving to him from the far corner of the room where she sat with some of the forensics team. She wore a blue dress that he’d bought for her the summer before she moved out. It was silky, the top tight and flattering while the skirt fell away from her waist just enough to hint at her curves as she moved. He hadn’t seen her wear it all year. Her hair was loose and her lips painted a creamy red. She motioned for him to join them, but he pointed to Stonechild and mouthed the word “working.” Fiona’s gaze shifted toward Stonechild and her smile evaporated.


    He crossed the floor and squeezed past two tables to where Stonechild sat oblivious to his approach. He waited for her to focus in on him.


    She blinked. “What are you doing here?” she asked.


    “Sorry to interrupt your lunch but we’ve got to move. Call from the hospital just came in. They’ve brought Gail Pankhurst back to the land of the living and the doctor says we can speak with her for a few minutes.” The relief on Stonechild’s face made him smile.


    She jumped up. “Let’s go. I’ll drive.”


    He glanced over his shoulder at Fiona as he followed Stonechild toward the door. The unguarded look on her face could have turned water into ice. One part of him didn’t like to think where her jealousy, no matter how misplaced, could lead. The other part was secretly pleased that she even cared.


    Dr. Blais warned them that they’d only have a few minutes, if that. “Gail started waking up in the night but we waited until now to call you.”


    “Has she suffered any brain damage?” Stonechild asked.


    “Not that we can tell. The swelling has gone down and she’s stable. Barring any setbacks, I expect her to fully recover. She could have headaches and dizziness for some time, but we’ll have to wait and see. The recuperative powers of the young are amazing.”


    “Has she said anything about the attack?” Gundersund asked.


    Dr. Blais shifted her tired eyes to his. “No. She might not remember any of the trauma.”


    He nodded. “That’s my fear. I’ve had other people who survived horrific events blank out chunks of time.”


    They took places around the bed. Gail was a large mound under the white sheet. Her arm was hooked to an intravenous drip and a machine monitored her vitals. Gundersund thought her Mickey Mouse and Betty Boop tattoos made her look young and vulnerable. Colourful cartoons with her as canvas. She was a girl crying out for attention if he’d ever seen one. “Have any family members been to visit her?” he asked Dr. Blais.


    “No. Her mother calls twice a day.”


    Stonechild shook her head and met his eyes. He could see that they were on the same wavelength.


    They’d agreed that Stonechild should ask the questions since Gail had already met her. Gundersund had suggested that his size and gender might frighten the girl after what she’d been through. Dr. Blais picked up one of Gail’s hands and rubbed it gently between both of her own. “Gail, you have visitors. Officer Stonechild would like to ask you a few questions if you’re up for it.” She waited until Gail started coming around before stepping back.


    Gail’s eyes blinked open. They were faded blue but vivid against the paleness of her skin. She turned her cheek into the pillow where Stonechild stood squarely in her line of vision. “’Kay,” she said.


    “Gail, do you remember what happened to you?”


    “Someone at the door. Wolf. I opened it and then … I can’t remember.” Her face contorted as if she was about to cry.


    Stonechild touched her shoulder. “It’s okay. Nobody can hurt you anymore. We’re here to keep you safe. Was it Wolf who was at the door?”


    “Waiting for him. Don’t know.”


    “The person who knocked you on the head took your laptop. I understand that you were keeping notes on people. Did you keep any notes on Leah Sampson?”


    “My laptop? Experiments. For my thesis.”


    “And Leah?”


    “Yes, Leah.”


    “Did Leah mention a caller named Nadirah? Think hard, Gail. This is important.”


    Gundersund watched memories flit across Gail’s face as she strained to place the name.


    “No. But Leah took long breaks. Left early. Once, gone overnight … never knew where.”


    “You recorded all this in your files?”


    “Yes.”


    Dr. Blais held up a finger. They had one more minute.


    Stonechild looked at Gundersund. Her eyes asked if he had a question. He nodded to let her know that she was doing fine.


    “Did you keep notes on everyone at the help line?”


    “Uh huh.”


    “Did you notice anybody else leaving early?”


    It took longer this time for Gail to respond. Gundersund thought they’d lost her to sleep when she said, “Nate. Gone sometimes.”


    “Thank you, Gail. We’ll let you sleep now. You’ve done great.” Stonechild lifted a hand and lay it against Gail’s cheek with great tenderness.


    Gundersund’s breath caught in his throat.


    Dr. Blais straightened the sheet around Gail’s waist and checked the IV. She motioned toward the hallway and they followed her out.


    “I don’t expect she’ll be awake much the rest of the day,” she said. “It could take her a long time to remember what happened.”


    “An officer will stay with her to make sure she’s not targeted again,” Gundersund said. “No visitors except family for now.”


    “If any family come,” said Dr. Blais with a sideways smile, “I’ll be more than happy to let them see her.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Dalal expected to see Meeza sitting on the couch watching television when she came home from school, but the living room was silent and empty. Nobody was in the kitchen or the backyard either, not even her mother. She knew that Ghazi was off somewhere doing whatever it was he did after school. She wasn’t altogether sure what, but she was relieved to have him out of the house. She climbed the stairs and listened for sounds of her mother. Her parents’ bedroom door at the end of the hall was closed, so her mother was likely having an afternoon nap. Meeza’s door was also closed.


    Dalal silently crossed the carpet and knocked lightly. When Meeza didn’t answer, she tried the door knob. The handle turned easily and the door swung open. Dalal stepped inside and closed the door shut behind her. Meeza’s bed was made and the window was wide open, a breeze billowing the curtains into the room. Boo and Meeza’s two favourite dolls sat on her pillow, their glassy eyes seeing all and seeing nothing. The dolls were well-loved, their hair frizzy and sparse from too many brushings. There was no sign of her little sister.


    Dalal left Meeza’s room and was near the head of the stairs when she heard the front door open and then slam shut. She froze in place and craned her neck to look over the banister. The top of Meeza’s favourite violet-coloured head scarf was directly below. Her mother’s shrill voice travelled up the stairwell.


    “You go up to your room and don’t come out. I don’t want you talking to your sister. I’ve left a suitcase next to the closet. Pack up all your clean clothes. Mr. Khan will be coming for you on the weekend. Now get moving.”


    “I don’t want to go with Mr. Khan,” Meeza’s voice, a childish whine.


    “You stupid, ungrateful girl. He’s being very generous taking you off my hands. If we wait much longer, you won’t be worth anything.”


    “But he’s mean. He hits me.”


    “He only hit you because you didn’t do as he asked. You will do what he says from now on, do you hear me, Meeza? I will not have you do anything to damage the family’s reputation. Mr. Khan will be your husband soon. You will obey him as you obey me.”


    Dalal stepped away from the stairs and tiptoed to her room. She shut her door before Meeza’s heavy footsteps made their way up the stairs to her own room. Her heart beat as if a small bird was trapped inside her chest. What to do? What to do? Her eyes searched the bedroom. Tears filled and threatened to overflow. The room turned blurry.


    “Dalal!” Her mother screamed up the stairs.


    She must have spotted Dalal’s shoes by the front door. Dalal dove for her bed, grabbing a book and pencil from her desk on the way by. She had her eyes closed pretending to be asleep with the open book on her stomach when her mother flung open the door.


    “Sleeping at this hour of the day. You lazy girl,” her mother said, but her eyes darted around the room, more assessing than angry.


    Dalal sat up and yawned. “Sorry, Mother. I was studying and must have fallen asleep. Do you need me to make supper?”


    “No. You study. I’ll make supper tonight.” She started to pull the door closed but stopped and said, “Meeza has the flu so we’ll let her sleep tonight. Stay away so you don’t catch it.”


    Dalal’s heart turned. How many other lies? “Okay, Mother. I hope she feels better soon.”


    Her mother’s eyes searched hers and Dalal kept her expression innocent of bad thoughts.


    “I’m sure she’ll be better soon. With any luck, the rest of us won’t catch what she’s got.” Her mother’s lips curved upward in a smile. She backed out of the room, pulling the door closed behind her, but not before Dalal saw the hardness in her black eyes.


    After she’d gone, Dalal hugged her legs to her chest and lay one hot cheek against her knee. At the same time, she yanked the elastics from her hair with her right hand and flung them onto the floor. Her hair, freed from its braid, fell around her to her waist. Rage and despair flooded through her. Her mother had talked about Meeza as if she were a bug under her foot.


    Dalal sobbed into her pant leg. She’d tried to be the good daughter after Nadirah had abandoned them. She’d swallowed all of the insults and cried away the slaps alone in her room. She’d done everything asked of her, but not anymore. Her mother’s smile as she made fun of Meeza had let Dalal finally see the truth. Whatever she did would never make her mother love her or Meeza.


    Dalal wiped her tears and breathed in deep gulps of air until she felt calm enough to think. Now was not the time to break. Meeza needed her.


    She stood and walked on silent feet to the closet. She wouldn’t be able to take many clothes, but that didn’t matter. When they found Nadirah, they’d buy new clothes. She caught sight of herself in the mirror above the dresser. She almost didn’t recognize the face that looked back at her. Her eyes were huge and blazing, not those of a child any longer. They sparkled with unshed tears. She tightened her lips together in a tight line. The time for crying was over. She would stop letting her family do things to her and Meeza, even if it meant never seeing them again. If Nadirah could find the strength to do it, then so could she.


    Kala waited until Gail’s eyes opened before standing to look down at her. “How’re you feeling?”


    Gail grimaced before smiling. “Okay. More questions?”


    “No. I’m just a visitor this evening. I wanted to make sure you were doing okay, and I brought these.” Kala lifted up a vase of daisies and mums.


    Gail’s eyes brightened. “Nice,” she said. Her voice was weak, the words slurring. “Any news…?”


    “On who hurt you? No, not yet. We’re working on it though, rest assured. Are you thirsty?” Kala picked up the glass of water and directed the straw to Gail’s lips. She managed a swallow before her eyes closed again and she drifted back into sleep. The nurse had warned Kala that Gail would fall in and out of consciousness for a while yet.


    Kala sat back down and pulled a slim book of poetry from her bag. Dylan Thomas. She didn’t understand half of what he was saying, but she loved the beauty of his words. She began reading aloud to the sleeping girl, hoping the sound of her voice would bring comfort. She’d once read that even patients in comas were aware of people talking to them or music playing. At least it gave loved ones the sense that they weren’t helpless.


    It was peaceful in the room, only one lamp turned on to give her enough light to read by. Kala read several more pages aloud. She lifted her eyes periodically to look at Gail’s face turned toward her on the pillow. The girl looked so pale, like a lost child. Kala found the cartoon characters adorning her arms touching in a way that surprised her.


    A tap at the door and Kala turned. The uniformed officer Cal was standing just inside.


    “I’m back from dinner. Thanks again for spelling me off.”


    “My pleasure.”


    He ducked back outside and Kala stood and stretched. She gently squeezed Gail’s hand before following him out of the room. Cal had already settled in his chair, drinking coffee and reading the newspaper. He looked up.


    “Thanks, Stonechild. It was good to have the chance to eat. You’ve been her only visitor, by the way, aside from us.”


    “Yeah, I heard.”


    “If it was my kid in there, I’d move heaven and earth to be here.”


    “It can be a sad world.”


    She carried on down the hall to the elevator and pressed the down button. The bell dinged and the door slid open. Nate stepped out, holding a bouquet of pink roses from the grocery store. His eyes met hers and shifted toward the floor. His personal details flipped through her mind. The good-looking, quiet one, married three years, and Tadesco’s Ph.D teaching assistant with a masters in psychology. She watched a bright red work its way up his neck and into his face. Kala let the elevator descend without her. She started walking alongside him toward Gail’s room.


    “You won’t be able to visit, I’m afraid,” Kala said.


    “I’ll just leave the flowers then.” His voice was low, defensive.


    Nate’s discomfort intrigued her. She stood behind him while he gave the bouquet to the nurse on the desk. He straightened his shoulders as if about to face the firing squad before he turned. This time, his eyes held hers without wavering. “I guess we need to talk.”


    “Let’s get a coffee in the cafeteria.” She nodded to Cal, who’d stood and was watching them with interest from his post.


    She paid for their coffees and they found a table away from the hospital staff lingering over their meals. Nate took his time pouring packets of sugar and plastic containers of cream into his coffee.


    Kala waited without comment. She’d had time to guess at what was triggering his guilty conscience. If true, she owed Professor Tadesco an apology.


    “This isn’t something I’m proud of,” he began at last, as if reading her mind. “I wasn’t going to say anything until I’d told my wife.” He stirred his coffee so hard that it slopped onto the table.


    “My job isn’t to judge you.”


    “Yeah, well, you couldn’t think any worse of me than I already think of myself. She came into my office a few months ago to discuss a mark I’d given her on her paper. She thought it was too low.” He took a slurp of coffee. The red was back, creeping up from his shirt collar. Kala drank from her own cup but stayed silent.


    “She shut the door. I remember thinking I should go over and open it. Maybe I had a premonition. Anyhow, I didn’t and the next thing I knew, she was on my side of the desk, pulling her shirt over her head. I was looking up at her and she bent over so that her bare breasts were inches from my face. She had my zipper down before I’d recovered from the shock.”


    “Just to confirm, this is Della Munroe you’re talking about?”


    “Yeah. Her. We got it on a few times in my office, but I kept thinking somebody was going to walk in and I told her it had to stop. We met once in a washroom. I realized the insanity of what we were doing and ended it after that. Plus, I could hardly live with the guilt afterwards.”


    “Did you try it in a car?”


    “No. That wasn’t me.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “I would have remembered.”


    Kala had been willing to bet that Della was the mystery woman in the car now that Leah was vindicated. Had she guessed wrong? “I understand how you might have been blindsided the first time, but why the other times?”


    The corner of Nate’s mouth rose in a half-smile. “I’d like to bedazzle you with psychological insight, but it was just my dick overriding my brain.” He groaned. “She knew how to work it.”


    With effort, Kala kept her eyes on his face and no lower. She cleared her throat. “Did Della ever mention her husband Brian?”


    “Not really. I got the impression she was getting ready to leave him though.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    “Just that when I told her it wasn’t going to work, she said no problem. She wasn’t going to be around much longer.”


    “She said that?”


    “She was mad. I don’t think she meant to say it.”


    “So, when you heard that she killed her husband, what did you think?”


    Nate rubbed his forehead. “I didn’t know what to think. My first thought was that he was a first-rate asshole and that’s why she was fooling around with me.”


    “You don’t sound convinced.”


    “Della Munroe seduced me to get a better mark on her paper. I have no doubt about that now. I accept that I screwed up big time and could lose my job if this comes out. Right now, all I care about is fixing my marriage.”


    “This might not have to come out.”


    “I don’t want my wife embarrassed. She just told me she’s pregnant.” Nate’s face crumpled and he covered his eyes. “Christ, I’ve been an idiot.”


    Kala knew exactly what he was speaking about. She’d been the other woman not so long ago. The difference was that she’d really loved the man. She’d left town to give him a chance to fix his marriage.


    “You can make it work,” she said, “if you both want to.”


    “Maybe. I’ve done a lot of damage.”


    “I have another question about Gail’s files on her co-workers. You read them and gave Gundersund what you remembered. I read your notes back at the station and found the details a bit skimpy.”


    “That’s because I skimmed her files. They weren’t exactly scintillating.”


    “Can you remember any more details about her file on Leah Sampson?”


    He pondered for a moment. “Gail recorded every tidbit of information she knew, right down to favourite foods and what we did in our time off. Boring stuff. She also liked to lance grenades and see how people reacted.”


    “Grenades?”


    “She’d toss out something outrageous and hurtful, then wait to see how we reacted. We all knew she was doing it. For instance, Gail might say to Leah that she saw Wolf in the bar talking to another woman. Then she’d record Leah’s reaction. Childish.”


    “She made up lies?”


    “More like fibs. The others used to have a laugh about it when she wasn’t around.”


    “Did she write anything about Leah and Wolf’s relationship?”


    “I skipped over most of what Gail wrote about them because it felt, I don’t know, sick having them under Gail’s microscope. I remember she wrote about them coming from Brockville. There was nothing about Leah cheating on him though. And nothing about me with Della. I had to be sure.”


    Kala thought for a moment. “Did Gail record anything unusual about Leah and any of the callers in the last month before she died?”


    “Like a stalker?”


    “Maybe, or anybody giving her trouble over the phone, no matter how minor.”


    “Not that she ever said. A caller wouldn’t have known anything to identify Leah by anyway because she wouldn’t have shared any personal information. We’re not allowed to give them our name or to ask them theirs. If we think we know the caller on the other end, we’re supposed to give their call to our partner and erase it from our memory bank.”


    “That’s what I’ve heard.”


    And I’d buy it if it weren’t for the fact that one scared little girl who’s desperate to find her sister knows Leah Sampson by name.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Dad, breakfast is ready.” Rouleau finished scraping the scrambled eggs onto two plates and grabbed the bread from the toaster. While he waited for his father to exit his bedroom, Rouleau poured two cups of coffee and took the lot over to the table. He looked down the hallway toward his father’s closed door. “Dad?”


    “Coming, son. Get started without me.” His dad’s voice came out muffled through the door.


    “Okay, but your eggs are getting cold.”


    Rouleau took a seat and began eating. As he sipped Colombian coffee, he watched the rain beating against the patio door. The wind was rattling the glass in gusty bursts. It would have been a good day to stay in and watch a couple of movies, if only he had the luxury. Instead he’d be spending the morning in meetings with a hurried house viewing scheduled during lunch. Laney Masterson had set up a showing at a place off Montreal Road in a newer subdivision. He was looking forward to seeing her as much as the possibility of finally finding his own place.


    He finished his coffee and got up to get a second. He was at the counter pouring one more for the road when he heard his father’s bedroom door open. Rouleau glanced at the clock above the stove. He could spare a few more minutes. His dad’s crutches were slowly clumping their way down the hall.


    “Pretty ugly out there today,” Rouleau said. “You planning to go into the office?” He lowered his cup onto the counter at the sight of his father. “Is something wrong, Dad?


    His father had manoeuvred himself into the chair by the time Rouleau reached him. His face under uncombed hair was as pale as linen. He’d put on a sweatshirt but left on his pajama bottoms, an uncharacteristic attire. Rouleau didn’t know what was more alarming: his father’s skin colour or his dishevelled appearance.


    “I’m fine. I thought you had to get to work early this morning.”


    “Work can wait. What’s going on, Dad?”


    His father reached for the fork Rouleau had set beside his plate. His fingers were trembling so much that he left it and dropped his hand into his lap. “The nurse is coming later. I’ll be fine.”


    Rouleau knew his dad’s gruff voice was meant to close down the discussion. It heightened his alarm.


    “You’re white as a ghost, Dad. Are you in pain?”


    “Nothing I can’t handle.”


    “You should go to the clinic. I’ll postpone my morning meeting and take you in.”


    “You’ll do no such thing. I’m not going back to that place.”


    “I’m not giving you a choice.” Rouleau pulled out his cellphone. “Should I call an ambulance or are you going to let me take you to get checked out?”


    “You don’t have time for this. I can take a cab.”


    “I’m taking you, Dad, point finale. See if you can manage a few bites of toast while I get your raincoat.”


    Rouleau hit Vera’s number on speed dial. He’d be working by phone for the morning at least. If he wasn’t already fully aware, this was his new reality of being the only child of an aging parent.


    Gundersund hung up the phone. “That was Vera. Rouleau won’t be in this morning. He’s taking his father to a doctor. We’re to carry on and call him if something breaks.”


    He looked across at Stonechild, leaning against a filing cabinet and drinking a cup of Tim Hortons coffee that she’d picked up on the way into the station. Her hair hung in damp strands around her face. Her skin looked drawn and tired. She’d come in later than usual and said she’d slept in.


    “Rough night?” he asked.


    “Just trouble sleeping, that is until it was time to get up. Then I could have slept for hours.”


    “So what have you got on the burner today?”


    “I’m planning to read through the files on the Munroe case again. Nate from the help line dropped by the hospital last night and we had a heart to heart. Turns out he was having sex with the one and only Della Munroe.”


    It took Gundersund a second to absorb what she’d said. “He admitted to that?”


    “He did. I was hoping to run it by Rouleau this morning. He’s closer to this case than I am and might be able to put some of the pieces together.”


    Gundersund started thinking out loud. “So Leah Sampson wasn’t killed by the ‘other man’ because there wasn’t one. However, Wolf didn’t know that so he isn’t in the clear yet. On the Munroe case, we now find out that Della isn’t the innocent she let on. These two cases are starting to intersect all over the place.”


    “I know. I’m not sure what the connections mean yet, but Della has uncomfortably entered the world of the help line through an affair with Nate and classes with Tadesco.”


    “Means absolutely nothing,” said Woodhouse. He was sitting at his desk and leaned back in his chair. He crossed his hands over the paunch straining his shirt buttons. “I still say that Sampson’s boyfriend killed her. Della Munroe is just a red herring.”


    Gundersund looked across at Stonechild. She was watching Woodhouse as if he was from another planet. Gundersund smiled. “What makes you think that?” he asked Woodhouse.


    “Wolf was the last one to see Leah alive. They had a volatile relationship and he was jealous she was moving on. Whether she was banging somebody else or not, doesn’t matter because he believed she was. Could be this Nate guy was banging Sampson too. Wolf found out, went into a rage, and killed her.”


    Gundersund looked from Woodhouse to Stonechild. Her eyes were an unfathomable black that he could have sworn glittered with disbelief.


    “You’ve just put on a stunning display of mental gymnastics,” she said to Woodhouse, “connecting all those dots.” Her voice was deadpan.


    The smile dropped from his face. “And I suppose you have a better idea?”


    “It just so happens I do.”


    The phone rang on Woodhouse’s desk, and he broke his stare. He picked it up and turned his back on them in one fluid movement.


    Gundersund crossed over to Stonechild. “And what is your new line of thinking?” Unlike Woodhouse, he’d already learned that she never offered an idle opinion.


    She glanced at him and then back down at her coffee cup. “I think this has something to do with the little girl who called in. I’m heading back to the help line in the hopes that she calls back like she promised.”


    “There you are! Together as always.”


    They both turned. Fiona was walking toward them, carrying a brown paper bag and a tray with two coffees. Her smile took in both of them before she focused her eyes on Gundersund. She was wearing a tight black dress with her hair tumbling around her shoulders in layered waves. Gundersund’s eyes widened at the sight of her. She looked stunning, the new dress a not-so-subtle seduction ploy. Perhaps a few months ago he would have jumped at what she was offering, but something in him hesitated. She knew him so well that she believed he could be lured back by sex. The sad thing was, she was probably right if their past history bore out.


    She walked her fingers down his arm. “Sorry to interrupt, but I know you never eat breakfast and I couldn’t resist treating you. I thought you could come downstairs and go over the tox report on Brian Munroe in my office. It just came in.”


    “Do you have time to hear the results?” he asked Stonechild. If he thought she would save him from a private viewing with his wife, he was mistaken.


    “You go ahead,” Stonechild said. “I’ll be heading over to the university.”


    He nodded at Fiona. “Let’s go then.” He turned to Stonechild. “Call me if something happens and I’ll be on standby.”


    Stonechild nodded but he could tell she had no intention of following through.


    Woodhouse hung up the phone and groaned. “That was Rouleau. I’m to take up surveillance on Della Munroe. Just how I want to spend my day.”


    “Where’s Chalmers?” Gundersund asked.


    “Using up some of his holidays. This won’t take two of us anyhow. A monkey could sit in a car all day, watching a house.”


    Stonechild met Gundersund’s eyes and smiled. “Too easy,” she mouthed.


    He smiled back, all the time wondering why he felt more in sync with his new partner than his wife. “Check in later,” he said.


    “Will do.”


    This time he thought she might actually mean it. He followed Fiona’s trail of expensive perfume out of the office, feeling like a bass with a lure caught in its mouth.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    The afternoon sped by without a break. Kala checked in with Gundersund at five o’clock.


    “The girl didn’t call back,” she said. The disappointment she heard in her own voice was nothing compared to what she was feeling. The young girl knew something that could lead to Leah Sampson’s murderer, Kala was sure of it. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She hung up and grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair.


    Mark Withers looked up from the other desk. “If the girl calls when you’re not here, whoever’s on the line will give her your cell number.”


    “Thanks. There’s always an outside chance. I’ll keep my cell close by.”


    She covered her head with a newspaper and dodged puddles on her run into the restaurant to pick up a roast chicken sandwich, maple doughnut, and coffee on the way back to the station. She hadn’t bothered to tell Gundersund that she’d be returning to finish going over the Munroe file on her own time. Something niggled at the back of her memory bank and she wanted to be certain that she’d absorbed everything so that she could put her mind at ease.


    By the time she pulled into the station parking lot, the rain was picking up, slanting into the windshield by the force of the wind. She rooted around in the passenger seat for a sweater that she tucked under her shirt as she dashed for the entrance.


    The office was empty and cool without any warm bodies to counter the air conditioning. Cold rain had chilled her and she slipped out of her shirt and put on the pullover. She’d have to suffer through with wet jeans. The suddenness of the change from the heat of a week before was startling. Autumn was just around the corner and the heat in the building would need to be turned on soon. It was a depressing thought. Still, they should have a few more weeks of warmer temperatures in October.


    She settled in at her desk and hungrily polished off her supper before accessing the database where the reports were housed. She licked the last of the maple sugar sweetness from her fingers while the latest forensics report loaded onto the screen. She scanned the results before leaning in to give it a thorough read. Brian Munroe hadn’t been on any drugs or consumed alcohol before he broke into the marital home. No earth-shattering findings that would warrant Fiona waylaying Gundersund for a morning meeting. She had to admit that he hadn’t seemed to mind though.


    Kala sipped on the coffee, which was now lukewarm, but the caffeine would keep her alert enough to wade through the documents. Reading files on a computer screen was tiring at the best of times. She much preferred reading from paper with her feet up.


    She downloaded the photos from the crime scene. Brian had been struck from behind when he reached the top of the stairs. He was face down, his feet closer to the first bedroom doorway than the stairs. It was the bedroom where their son slept. Blood darkened his hair and stained the beige carpet. The force of the hammer striking his head had sent blood spraying onto the walls. She scrolled to the close up. The wound was devastating, caving in part of his skull like a smashed watermelon. Della must have heard the crack as his skull fractured and felt his warm blood strike her face and hands. She’d stepped around him to get their son from his bed. Even under duress, how had she seriously believed he was still alive and able to come after her?


    Only Della’s handprints were found on the hammer, which she claimed to have been using to hang a mirror at the bottom of the stairs. Photos of the mirror and packaging bore this out. Della had claimed that she’d reacted spontaneously with no intent to kill him. Brian had broken in to take their son. Kala studied the photos of the broken window in the back door. Shards of glass had fallen inside the kitchen, also confirming that the glass had been broken from the outside.


    She searched for photos of Della but none were on file. A note said that her clothing was taken away for processing but it was still in the queue. Kala read through the statements and interviews. Nothing popped out.


    She leaned back in the chair and stretched, then ran her fingers through her tangled hair. It was almost dry. Flipping over her wrist, she saw by her watch that it was nearly nine o’clock. She’d do one last check of her emails before heading home to take Taiku for a quick walk if the rain had let up at all.


    A new email message dinged in her mailbox. Kala clicked it open. Vera was burning the late-night oil too. She wanted the entire team to know that Rouleau would be off the next day as well. He was available by phone if anything urgent came up. Kala cursed at emails that gave no explanations. She idly scrolled down and clicked on the message from the university registrar that confirmed Della Munroe was enrolled in Tadesco’s class. Kala had been rushed when it arrived and hadn’t opened the attachment. She did so now.


    The entire class list filled the screen. Kala skimmed it. Thirty-two students: twenty-seven women and five men. She half-hoped to find the name Nadirah but there was only one Muslim name and it looked to be a male — Ghazi Shahan. Finding Nadirah this way would have been too easy, she supposed. The world didn’t work that way.


    She gave one last look to the list before shutting down the computer for the night. It had been another disappointing day, spinning her wheels. Hopefully something would break tomorrow. Hopefully the girl would call.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    
      Ghazi came into my room again last night. I was nearly asleep when he climbed into bed and covered my mouth with his hand. I could feel his erection through my nightgown. He rubbed up against me like he was a dog in heat while he called me filthy names like “cunt” and “whore.” I jerked him off without a fight this time. It was just easier and way less painful than getting pinched and punched. I threatened to tell Mother last Saturday when he forced me to go down on him, but Ghazi said I’d regret it big time. I’m not even certain that she doesn’t know. Her golden boy blinds her to all else. I hate him!!! At least he’s careful not to “damage” me for my future husband. Big joke.


      Ghazi said that he’s going to pick me up tomorrow to go to his class and take notes for him like I did last week. He called me his slave and said from now on I have to do whatever he wants. He’s met someone and they’re planning to screw like dogs somewhere private — his words, not mine. It would be nice if he gives it all to her and leaves me alone. I can’t let on that I like going to his class. This is as close to a university education as I’ll ever get. I wish I was a bird and could just fly away from here. My only regret would be leaving Dalal and Meeza.

    


    A noise in the hallway. Dalal tucked the diary under her mattress and listened. Her parents were downstairs watching television and Ghazi was still out, as far as she knew. He never came home early anymore. She’d heard her mother scolding him for missing supper so often. Tonight she’d eaten a silent meal with her mother and father, Meeza still “sick” in her room and Ghazi out, doing whatever it was he did after class. Maybe he was with this woman Nadirah talked about in her diary.


    Dalal pulled the book out from its hiding place and turned to the page she’d meant to read all along.


    
      I finally called the number on the bulletin board that I saw at the entrance to the building. “Queen’s Help Line: Anonymous help a phone call away,” or that’s what the poster said. I hung up the first time someone answered. It took me two more tries before I spoke to a woman. I didn’t have to give my name and she said she couldn’t read my phone number. It wouldn’t have mattered anyhow. I used a payphone. Thankfully Ghazi was late picking me up because it all came spilling out like this anonymous woman had turned on a tap inside me. It felt good to tell somebody what is going on in our family. Probably stupid. She gasped when I spoke about Ghazi like she had a hard time believing me at first. Then she told me that I should speak with someone about it who could help me, like the police. Another big joke. Ghazi just wrote the exam to become a cop. He passed and is scheduled for a physical. If they take my brother, what other animals do they take? I said I’d think about it and hung up just before Ghazi sashayed through the front door like king shit. I hate the sight of him.

    


    Dalal rolled onto her back and dropped the diary onto her chest, folding her hands across the cover. She could almost recite the last section by heart. Every time she read the part where Nadirah recognized the voice of the woman on the help line ask a question in the psychology class, Dalal rejoiced along with her. Leah. Such a pretty name. Nadirah had followed her from class and worked up the nerve to talk to her. This girl Leah had said she couldn’t help at first. But Nadirah called her again at the help line and Leah had finally changed her mind. They’d met secretly a few times at the Sunshine Bakery, not far from campus but far enough to be away from prying eyes. They’d been careful though. They sat at different tables and pretended not to know each other when customers came into the shop.


    They’d come up with a plan. And now Leah Sampson would bring them to Nadirah.


    Dalal heard her mother’s footsteps heavy on the stairs and stuffed the book under her pillow before the door opened. She didn’t question her mother’s sixth sense when it came to sniffing out lying. Her mother was always suspicious. If only she knew that this time it was with reason.


    “I’m going to have my bath now and then am going to bed,” her mother said, her eyes darting around the room and back to Dalal’s face. “It’s been a long day and I’m tired.” Under her arm, she held her silk pajamas and faded flower robe with the big pockets.


    “Can I see Meeza?” Dalal asked. She knew her mother would wonder if she didn’t ask. “I’m worried. She hasn’t even left her room to go to the bathroom.”


    “Your sister’s fine. I have a pot in her room for that.”


    “Yuck.”


    “She’s too weak to make it to the toilet. A few more days and she won’t be infectious.”


    “Maybe she should see a doctor.”


    “Meeza has a virus, nothing more. Her temperature has come down and the fever has broken. I’m checking on her now. You can see her when she’s better.”


    Her mother pulled the door closed. Dalal jumped from the bed and listened with her ear against the door. She heard the key scrape in the lock to Meeza’s room and then the rise and fall of her sister’s voice, pleading to be let out. Her mother’s voice rose in an angry hiss before the door to Meeza’s room slammed shut.


    Dalal had racked her brain for two days, trying to figure out how to get Meeza out of her room without anyone knowing. Without fail, her mother had locked Meeza in after every visit and kept the key with her at all times. She never left the house. Meeza would be turned over to Mr. Khan on the weekend and escape was getting more and more hopeless.


    Just before eleven o’clock Dalal heard her father climb the stairs and enter her parents’ bedroom. She crept across the floor to her bedroom door and opened it a crack. The bedsprings creaked when he lay down next to her mother. She listened to him toss and turn for a full five minutes before he got comfortable and silence spread down the hallway to Dalal’s sentry post.


    She looked toward Ghazi’s room. A light was on under his door. He’d come home around ten and talked to her father before going into his room. The music was beating through the wall so the chance of him hearing her walk across the carpet was slim. For practice, Dalal walked as silently as she could in bare feet to the bathroom to brush her teeth while she worked up the nerve to slip into her parents’ room to find the key. The thought of what her mother would do to her if she caught her sent a long shiver down the length of her back.


    The bathroom smelled of rosewater from her mother’s recent soak in the tub. Dalal brushed her teeth and placed her toothbrush back in the holder. She swung the door shut with her foot to sit on the toilet while she bought herself some time. Lifting her skirt, she sat on the toilet seat and rested her elbows on her thighs with her chin resting on her bent fingers. She finished peeing and looked up. Her eyes widened. She froze at the possibility hanging before her on the back of the door.


    Her mother’s flowered housecoat.


    She took a moment to still her heart and suck in her breath. Please, please, please. She lowered her skirt and washed her hands. Gently, gently, she crossed to the door. Her right hand reached into the first pocket and her fingertips searched. Nothing. She held her breath and regrouped. Her hand snaked into the remaining pocket. This time her hand brushed against a hard object and victoriously wrapped around the key to Meeza’s room.


    Dalal scooted back to her room and shut the door. Her knapsack was packed in the closet and she grabbed it and retrieved Nadirah’s diary from under her pillow. She ran across the room and searched her desk for anything she’d missed that might come in handy. She stashed away her comb and some loose change from the top drawer and raced over to the door to her room.


    Slow down, she ordered herself with her hand on the doorknob. Don’t blow this chance. She leaned an ear against the door and listened. Ghazi had turned off his music and was either going to sleep or waiting for her to make a move. The question was, which? She crouched on the floor and opened her door a crack. The light was off under his door. Was he watching and listening in the dark like her? Well, she would outwait him.


    Dalal rested against the wall in the shadows and checked her watch. Ten minutes, twenty minutes, half an hour, crept by. She dozed. The night’s silence drew her in like ether and she fell into a deep, dark slumber. The minutes, then hours ticked by.


    When her eyes snapped open, the room had lightened slightly and a tidal wave of terror rushed through her. She grabbed the knapsack from the floor and scrambled to her feet. The time for caution was long past. She stepped into the hall and made it across the landing to Meeza’s door. As silently as she could, she jiggled the key in the lock until the tumbler clicked. She didn’t even chance a look down the hallway. She closed the door after her and found her way to Meeza’s bedside. Her sister was curled into herself under the covers, her face troubled even in sleep. Dalal clasped one hand over Meeza’s mouth and shook her shoulder until her eyes opened as wide as silver dollars.


    “It’s me, Meeza. I’ve come to take you out of here. Will you come with me? You’ll have to be quiet as a mouse.”


    At Meeza’s nodding head, Dalal released her hand from her mouth. The emptiness in Meeza’s eyes frightened her and she rubbed Meeza’s cheek gently with the back of her knuckles. “Where’s your bag?” Dalal stared with dismay at the luggage near the closet. “Put on your skirt and a T-shirt. We’ll buy you some clothes when we find Nadirah. You can bring Boo.”


    Meeza nodded again and got out of bed. She crossed to the suitcase and took out the clothes on top. Dalal helped her change before handing Meeza her teddy bear. Meeza clasped him close under one arm with her hand near her face. She put her thumb into her mouth and took Dalal’s hand with her other. She hadn’t said a word the entire time.


    They made it down the stairs and outside just as the grandfather clock in the living room struck five o’clock. They had a few hours to make their escape before their mother would notice them gone. Dalal knew a place where they could hide until she felt safe enough to call for help.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Wolf got to the help line just after Mark. He’d decided that he might as well give Mark a few hours while he waited for the okay from the police to leave town. Answering calls might take his mind off the drunken black hole he’d wallowed in since Leah died. It was past time he pulled himself together.


    “Thanks for coming in, man,” Mark said. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail and he wore tan khakis and a white shirt. “I’m interviewing people today and wasn’t sure how I was going to swing it.”


    “Yeah, no problem.”


    Wolf steered away from Leah’s chair and sat at Jucinda’s desk.


    “Java?” Mark lifted the coffeepot skyward and Wolf nodded. Another cup might chase away the beer fog.


    “Been to see Gail?” Wolf asked, taking the mug from Mark.


    Mark leaned against the desk and sipped on his coffee before answering. “Nate went over with some flowers but didn’t get in. They have a cop on the door. Family only, or at least it was when he went. You?”


    “Thinking about it. I was kind of waiting until they don’t think I was the one who beat her up.”


    “I hear you, man, but none of us seriously thinks you did it. The cops’ll come around. That Stonechild’s been hanging here a lot. I expect she’ll be back soon.”


    “Great.”


    Wolf took a few calls but the line was quieter than usual. He thought word had gotten around that the place was jinxed.


    Mark exited his office at ten. “I’m just heading to the deli for a sandwich. Want anything?”


    Wolf looked up from the Psychology Today magazine he was flipping through. “No thanks. I’ll grab something when Nate shows up at two.”


    “Good enough.”


    After Mark had been gone twenty minutes, Wolf took a chance and went to the washroom. The phone was ringing when he got back and he dashed across the room. He picked it up and was relieved not to hear a dial tone.


    “Help line,” he said, catching his breath. “What can I do for you?”


    “I have to speak to Leah Sampson.”


    The voice was a girl’s, older than twelve, but not by much. Wolf lowered himself onto the chair, gripping tightly onto the receiver. “Did Leah give you her name?”


    “Nadirah.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “My sister, Nadirah gave me her name. Can I speak to Leah, please?”


    “Are Nadirah and Leah friends?”


    There was silence on the other end of the line and Wolf feared he’d lost her. He had to keep talking. “I’m Leah’s boyfriend. She’s not here today, but she asked me to look after her callers. Can I help you with anything?” He leaned onto his knees and strained to understand what this caller asking for Leah could mean. How could this girl know her name? Was this part of the puzzle that had led to Leah’s murder?


    “We need to find Nadirah. Leah knows where she is. Nadirah said if we were in trouble to call Leah at this number.”


    “Leah knows where she is.” He echoed her words, giving non-judgmental, positive reinforcement as trained. He had no idea what he was wading into.


    “Can you come get us?” Her voice wavered. The fear was stark.


    “Of course I can. Where are you?” He spoke gently, keeping the urgency from his voice.


    She’d covered the mouthpiece and he heard her talking to someone. She released her hand. “We’re at the Frontenac Mall. Near the Harvey’s.” More talking to someone and then her voice, stronger. “What’s your name?”


    “Wolf. They call me Wolf. I’m tall with dark brown hair and a beard. I’m wearing blue jeans and a white shirt with red flowers embroidered under the collar.” Silence again. He needed to convince her. “Leah would want me to help you. She’d want to make sure you’re safe.”


    The long silence again before the girl said at last, “Please come.”


    “I don’t know your name. How will I know who you are?”


    “You don’t need to know. We’ll find you.”


    The phone went dead in his hand. He leaped up and started toward the door before remembering he was alone. “Damn!” He returned to the desk while hitting Mark’s number on his cellphone. The phone went directly to voicemail. “Have to leave, Mark. An emergency. Get back right away.”


    He snapped the phone shut and found a pen and paper to leave Mark a note as added insurance. The guy was due back any minute and the place would be safe until then. The phones had been quiet and hopefully nobody needing help would call in the next ten minutes. If Mark made a stink later, Wolf would deal with it.


    Kala waited at the top of the crest of land for Taiku. He’d run the length of the beach and swum in the lake but disappeared into the underbrush when he realized they were heading back to the cottage. It was his old trick to gain time outside. Kala couldn’t blame him. She’d been putting in long days and he’d been shut up alone in a stranger’s house. She checked her watch. Twenty more minutes wouldn’t hurt anything.


    She found a lichen-encrusted slab of rock and sat down to wait. A white mist hung over the water. Gulls circled overhead, their shrill call breaking the morning silence. The breeze had died down and the lake was still. She couldn’t see much past the shoreline and felt alone and cocooned in a foggy netherworld. Her navy pullover was enough to keep the chill out once she tightened the hood over her head and tucked her hands into the pockets. She closed her eyes and cleared her mind, letting the morning peace seep into her being.


    Taiku finally darted out of the bush just as she thought it was time to go in search. He stood in front of her with tongue hanging to one side of its mouth and tail down. A leaf and twig had entangled themselves in his fur.


    “Got that out of your system, then?” she asked. She called him to come and knelt down to remove the debris. She slung an arm around his neck. “When these cases are over, I promise we’ll go on a canoe trip. We’ve both earned one.”


    Back in the house, she fed him and went upstairs to change for work. Her cellphone rang as she finished braiding her hair. She checked the number before answering.


    “Ray?”


    “Hey, Kala. Good to hear your voice. I guess you know why I’m calling.”


    “Lily?”


    “Yup. She showed up here at Birdtail with that con Gil Valiquette she’s hooked up with and her daughter Dawn, oh ’bout twenty-four hours ago. I tried to talk her into going to the cops, but she wasn’t having any of it. She always was more bull-headed than was good for her.”


    “It’s not really any of my business, Ray. Lily made that clear when she took off without leaving a forwarding address.” Kala didn’t quite succeed in keeping the bitterness from her voice.


    Ray was silent for a moment before saying, “I could talk your ear off about why that girl runs away from people who care about her. You of all people oughta know. She’s in trouble and she’s dragging that girl Dawn down with her.”


    Kala considered what he said. His concern overrode her resolve not to get involved. “What do you want me to do? Are they still there with you?”


    “Nah, they headed west to Calgary before light. They were gone when I woke up. I was scared to call you with Valiquette watching me the entire time they were here. I was hoping you had some contacts who might intervene, you know, unofficially. The guy she’s with is a first-class loser and I’d like to see him locked up. She’s scared of him.”


    “She said that?”


    “No, but I could tell from the way he spoke to her that there’s a problem. She kept trying to keep Dawn away from him. The man is trouble through and through.”


    “They robbed a liquor store with a gun, Ray. They took hostages, which raises this crime into another category altogether. I got a call a few days ago.”


    “Shit. I knew it had to be something like that. He’s behind it, Kala. Lily wouldn’t do anything like that. Not with Dawn to look after. I know Lily’s been trying to turn her life around, but this guy is pulling her back down. Can you help?”


    “I’m not promising anything, but I can try. She’ll still be charged once the police catch up with them, but the court will have to look at her entire history. That should count in her favour, having such a lousy childhood and all.” And they’d never find out the half.


    “Well, that’s all I can ask. If she calls, I’ll let her know you’re working things from your end. Maybe if she sees a way out …”


    “You can give her my cell number. I’ll do what I can.”


    “Thanks, kid. And how about you? Doing okay down there in Kingston?”


    “Yeah. I’m doing okay. Not sure if I’m going to stay here into the winter, but I’m working on a few cases for Rouleau and will see them through. Speaking of which, I’d better get a move on.”


    “Well, talk to you soon, then. Let me know if you hear anything from Lily.”


    “Take care, Ray.”


    Kala leaned against the doorframe and looked out the kitchen window without seeing anything. She felt an urgency to drop everything here and go rescue Lily and Dawn from this man who had Lily under his thumb. If only she hadn’t gotten so deeply involved in the Leah Sampson murder case. The best she could do now was to call Shannon in the Dryden OPP office and get her to use her contacts in Calgary to help out. Shannon had cop friends in every city and most towns across the country. The important next step would be to get Lily and Dawn away from this guy.


    Kala slammed the palm of her hand against the wall. “Damn. Damn. Damn, Lily. Why do you keep messing up?”


    She pulled her cell out of her pocket and opened the address book to find Shannon’s number. She tried to ignore the flicker of hope that she’d be reunited with Lily and Dawn when this was over. That was a road that would likely lead to more heartache. Still, knowing that Lily might have had little choice but to leave Ottawa without saying goodbye meant she could have misread the situation.


    That could count for something.


    Kala found a parking spot across the street from the University Help Line. It was later than she’d meant, but she comforted herself with the knowledge that Mark Withers was going to have the girl call her cellphone if she decided to make contact. Kala had to concede that the odds of a call were diminishing with every day that passed.


    She got out of the truck and locked the door. Two cars passed by before she was able to dash across the road. She reached the sidewalk when the help line front door burst open. Wolf was halfway down the stairs before he saw her.


    “I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “I got a call from some kid who was asking for Leah and I’m on my way to meet her.”


    “I’ve been waiting for her to call again. Didn’t Mark tell you?”


    “No. He must have forgotten. I’m off to meet her now at the food court in the Frontenac Mall, although it sounds like she’s got somebody else with her.”


    Kala waved him off. “Thanks for the information, but you can stand down. I’ll be going alone.” She turned and took a step away from him.


    “You need me,” Wolf yelled above the rumble of a passing truck.


    “Excuse me?” Kala half-turned and squinted up at him. The angle of the sun hurt her eyes as she tried to make out his features through beams of light.


    “She’s expecting to see a man of my description. She sounded jumpy and I doubt she’ll show herself except to me.”


    Kala hesitated. This kid was scared and could run. Wolf moved down two steps closer.


    “You need me,” he said again. “Admit it. You can’t make contact alone.”


    It was crazy to bring along a civilian, who was still considered a murder suspect. Things could turn ugly real fast. Still, her options weren’t all that plentiful and time was ticking. There was only one choice really.


    “We’ll take my truck,” she said, scowling up at him. She turned her back and began walking. “Get a move on,” she tossed over her shoulder. “I don’t want them bolting before we get there.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Forty


    For the second straight day, Zack Woodhouse parked his car a few doors down from the Munroe driveway just after seven a.m. He had a clear view of the house but wasn’t in direct view if Della looked out the window. The day before, a couple of times, he’d seen her standing in the living room, arms crossed and looking out. A mom and little girl came mid-morning and drove away with the Munroe kid but had him back before lunchtime. Della hadn’t left the house.


    Woodhouse organized his Thermos of coffee, large bottle of coke, three peanut butter sandwiches, two Coffee Crisps, and two packs of chips on the seat and hunkered down. It was going to be a sunny, warm day once the morning chill burned off. Thank Christ for small mercies. The windshield and windows were tinted so he was barely visible from the outside. He’d brought binoculars and took a few seconds to scan the Munroe yard and windows. All quiet on the western front. Not a creature was stirring.


    Damn that old dog Chalmers for bailing again today, although Woodhouse had to admit he’d have done the same that close to retirement. If Chalmers was here with him now, he’d have the seat back and would be sawing logs. They’d go for a long liquid lunch around noon and claim overtime. The report would be fabricated accordingly. Woodhouse hated to think about the changes that were sure to happen with Chalmers gone.


    He shifted the seat back to give himself more room to stretch out his legs. He ate one of the sandwiches and polished off the coffee. Some of her neighbours left for work or school. It wasn’t the best end of town, but safe enough during the day. A few blocks over on Princess Street you could get yourself tattooed and pierced before going for a drink in a scum line bar. Could probably get a mini-skirted escort out on the street, no problem. Could even join a biker gang if you were so inclined.


    The morning passed slowly. He had a bladder like a camel’s hump but even it had limits. The pressure was getting uncomfortable. Nobody would be the wiser if he headed over to the community centre down the street to relieve himself. After all, if Rouleau had cared that much, he would have sent someone to spell him off now and then. They wouldn’t have left him alone all day like an outcast on a deserted island.


    A side mirror check and he caught the glint of sunlight bouncing off a car as it slowly pulled into a space three houses down. Woodhouse kept his eyes on the mirror, hoping some hot chick in short shorts and a skin-tight top would slide out of the open door. He was disappointed to see a young East Indian kid in his mid-twenties finally step onto the street. Disappointment turned to suspicion as it normally did whenever he saw a member of the jihad nation. As Chalmers liked to say, nothing wrong with keeping a watchful eye on the movements of citizens from the terrorist countries.


    The kid took his time locking his car, a new black Nissan Sentra, before he checked up and down the street.


    “Now just what are you up to, my lovely?” Woodhouse said out loud.


    He picked up his binoculars and angled the side mirror to read the licence plate. He repeated the number to himself a couple of times as he searched for a pen in the front dash. He jotted down the plate number at the top of the newspaper he’d picked up along with the bag of salt and vinegar chips. Task completed, he looked up and surveyed the street. Where had the kid gone? It was like he’d disappeared into thin air. Woodhouse sighed. They were a race that had learned to make themselves invisible when need be. Stonechild’s people had the same gene. Mostly because they were always up to no good. He picked up the paper again. He may as well check out the sports page and find out if the Jays had gotten another win against the Red Socks. He could wait twenty more minutes before he’d have to answer nature’s call.


    Della Munroe turned on the Little Mermaid and settled Tommy in front of the television with a bowl of Cheerios while she considered how to get rid of Ghazi, waiting for her in the other room. She also needed a few minutes to collect herself so that he wouldn’t sense her rage. Of all the stupid things for him to do, showing up at her doorstep had to be the stupidest.


    “You stay here, Tommy, and Mommy will be back in a few minutes.”


    He lifted his chin and looked at her, with his father’s curly hair flopping in his face. It would be a life-long reminder of her sins.


    She took a moment to rake her hands through her hair and to smooth down her purple silk blouse. A glance in the mirror and three deep breaths. Just get rid of him, she told herself. Whatever it takes.


    Ghazi was sitting at the table when she entered the kitchen. His eyes were black and angry, the expression on his face was dangerous. She felt a momentary sense of foreboding combined with a rush of heat between her legs. For a split second, she was back to the first time she saw him standing in the hall outside the psychology classroom. He was so perfectly delicious: twenty-two years of raging testosterone. All dark smouldering eyes with the body of a male athlete. He’d been a worthy partner in the sack once he learned to follow her lead. He liked it as rough as she did. After a few months, she’d lost track of who was the teacher and who was the student. The plan came later when she realized he could help her get rid of Brian. It hadn’t taken much convincing to have Ghazi take the roughness up a notch and fake the rape. He’d framed it as a favour to help her get away from her domineering husband. Ghazi had started confiding in her after that. She’d found him seriously depraved, dangerous … and exciting. It was too bad he’d become a major liability. His appearance here today confirmed it.


    She forced a dazzling smile.


    “I wasn’t expecting to see you. I thought we’d agreed to cool it until my … predicament concluded.”


    “I thought you might want to come with me on another adventure. I know how much you enjoyed hearing about my last one.”


    “Who?”


    “My whoring sister Nadirah. I want to get to her before she influences my other sisters any further. I think they’re on their way to find her. Luckily, I’ve figured out where she is.”


    “How did you do that? Leah never told you anything as I recall, even with your ample … persuasion.” Della shivered as she remembered his lurid description of what he’d done to her. She still didn’t understand the lengths he’d gone to over his so-called family honour. It was as twisted an obsession as she’d ever seen.


    “I got her co-worker’s laptop, which surprised me with intimate details of Leah’s life. For instance, Leah grew up in Brockville near to where her family still owns a cottage on the St. Lawrence River. I’ve got a map of the area and found the location on Google Earth, or close enough that I can get there. It’s secluded and the perfect place for Nadirah to hole up.”


    “Your sister could be anywhere. She might have left the country even.”


    “Not without her sisters. I know Nadirah. She’ll want to stay close by until she thinks it’s safe to make contact. Then she’ll try to get my other sisters to join her. Dalal anyway. Now the two of them have gone missing.”


    “Why haven’t you gone to get Nadirah already?”


    “My father wanted me to hold back and overrode my mother, but now she’s decided that Nadirah’s behaviour must be punished. We can’t wait any longer.”


    “What do you intend to do when you find her?”


    Ghazi straightened and puffed out his chest as if he was a warrior on a holy crusade. “Save my family’s honour. She’s better off dead than carrying on like a common slut.”


    “Surely your parents wouldn’t be pleased if you kill her.”


    “Who do you think sent me to avenge our honour and bring back Dalal and Meeza before they also bring shame on the family name?”


    He stood and paced from one end of the room to the other, stopping a foot from where she stood. He reached up and grabbed the back of her neck, pulling her to him. His mouth was on hers like a sledgehammer and his tongue forced its way between her lips. She gave in to his deep kiss but broke away as his hand reached up under her blouse and fumbled with the clasp on the front of her bra.


    “Not here,” she gasped. “Tommy’s in the other room and could come to find me any minute.” She pushed him back and stepped away.


    “Fine time for you to act like the good mother.” His eyes blazed but he didn’t move toward her. “I just wanted to see you one more time, Della, before … I wanted you to come with me.”


    She kept her eyes on him, acutely aware of how unstable he was. The look in his eyes was crazy with the fervent passion of the demented. Why hadn’t she seen it before? She needed time to figure out how to neutralize him without being linked to him. They’d been very careful not to be seen together; if she could just get rid of him now, she’d buy some time to come up with a plan.


    She traced her hand down his chest. “Baby, I can’t just leave Tommy here alone. You go take care of your sisters and we’ll meet up to celebrate, I promise. I’ll post a message on the board at the entrance of the University Centre next week like I did before. It’ll give a time and place to meet up in that code we set up. I’ll want a full account of how it goes down today. The wait will be just so sooo exciting.” She slowly circled her tongue around her lips before leaning in to kiss him one more time. She bit his bottom lip before lifting her mouth to whisper into his ear, “Now be my good boy. You go do what you need to do and don’t let anyone see you leave. We have to be careful.”


    The tension left his body as her hands moved their way down his back. He stepped away from her and smiled a cheeky, little-boy smile. “Okay. One more week. But don’t keep me waiting any longer. I can’t live without you. You and me belong together, even if we have to keep our love a secret.”


    He didn’t say from his mother, but she knew that was the fear still barely keeping him in line. She cringed at the veiled threat implicit in his words and their pact that would keep her under his thumb. Letting him pretend to rape her might have been a mistake. The thought of spending her life as the object of his latest obsession was chilling. She ran her fingers across his cheek.


    “I want you bad too, Ghazi. Just be a wee bit patient and I’ll make the wait well worth your while. We’re going to party like there’s no tomorrow, and nobody is going to get in our way. I promise you that.”


    Woodhouse might have missed seeing the East Indian kid come out of Della Munroe’s driveway if he hadn’t looked up from the sports section at just that moment. His blood quickened when he realized the boy had come from the back of her house as cool as you please, dark sunglasses hiding his eyes. He turned his head to look up and down the street again before sidling across the road and passing just in front of Woodhouse’s car. Woodhouse was worried the kid had spotted him, but relaxed when he hustled on by without anything more than a glance at his car.


    Woodhouse tried to ingrain a description of the kid in his memory. He was good-looking enough if you liked that sort: brown-skinned, stylish short haircut, masculine features, and physically fit. He wasn’t carrying any merchandise so probably hadn’t been on a robbery mission. He’d only been in the Munroe yard for all of fifteen minutes so likely hadn’t gotten into too much mischief. The question was, had he been inside the house visiting? If so, why had he come out the back way and why did he keep looking around as if trying to see if anyone had followed him?


    Woodhouse heard the Nissan start up, and a few seconds later the kid sped by, one hand holding a cellphone to his ear. He would have liked to stop the kid on principle, but figured he’d better not blow his cover. He looked down at the licence plate number scrawled on the newspaper lying next to him on the passenger seat. Might not hurt to phone the number in and get someone to check on the owner. At the very least, he’d look like he was being thorough, and that wouldn’t be a bad thing with Rouleau in charge and a new partner soon. Odds were that he wasn’t going to be lucky enough to get another Chalmers in this lifetime.


    Woodhouse turned the key in the ignition and eased his car away from the curb. First things first. He’d make the call as soon as he got back from the community centre, otherwise his bladder would be exploding all over the front seat. He winced at the image and at the never-ending hazing that would follow as sure as the sun was going to rise tomorrow. He tried to think of anything but the pressure in his bladder as he sped up the street to a community toilet and some blessed relief.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Forty-One


    I’ll hang back until the girls make contact. When you’ve explained that I’m also here to help, give me a thumbs up. I’ll come over and will take it from there.” Kala checked to make sure Wolf understood she was in charge. They were climbing the stairs to the second floor where the food court was located. He nodded but remained silent. She sensed uncoiled energy and hoped he wouldn’t blow this chance to get close to the girls. Even more, she hoped this encounter was going to lead somewhere.


    At the head of the stairs, she held back and let Wolf walk ahead toward the Harvey’s. He bought a coffee, took a seat at one of the tables, and put his elbows on the armrests, leaning slightly forward, his eyes scanning the other tables without staring at anyone for long. The usual senior citizens sat in groups of two and four, cups of coffee on the tables in front of them. A table of six teenage girls was raising the noise level as everyone spoke that much louder to be heard over their laughter and shrieks. Canned music filled what there were of the empty spaces.


    Kala skirted around to a spot closer to an exit where Wolf could see her when he turned around. She’d surveyed the people sitting at the tables and walking by but hadn’t seen anyone who fit the description of East Indian pre-teens. The greasy smell of French fries and burgers made her mouth water. Breakfast had been a blueberry yoghurt cup gobbled down on her way out the door.


    After ten minutes, Wolf was getting restless. Kala noticed him changing position, crossing and uncrossing his arms, angling his body toward different parts of the room. He’d spotted her early on but managed to avoid glancing her way more than a few times. She thought about buying some fries and taking a seat at the other end of the room at one of the tables. She felt conspicuous lurking around the fringes.


    She’d taken two steps toward the Harvey’s cashier when she spotted them at the far end of the food court: two girls wearing headscarves, black T-shirts, and long skirts, one blue and the other a green zigzag pattern. The taller one looked about thirteen. Very pretty face with high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes. The other was a few years younger with a plumper face and mouth drooping slightly open as if she didn’t understand what was going on around her.


    They held hands as they approached and passed a few feet from her. They’d spotted Wolf and changed course to walk toward him. He stood and smiled as they reached his table. He motioned with his hand for them to sit across from him. They appeared tentative, but sat in the seats after the older girl took a careful look around.


    Kala waited for Wolf’s signal. He finally lifted his hand in her direction and she walked over after she also took a look around to see if anyone was watching. Satisfied that the girls hadn’t been followed, Kala took the empty seat next to Wolf.


    “I’m glad you’ve agreed to meet us,” she said to the taller girl, smiling to ease her fear.


    “Wolf told me that Leah couldn’t come but you’re her friend.” The girl’s eyes darted between Kala and Wolf. She was still holding her sister’s hand, which rested on the table.


    Kala nodded. “That’s right. We both want to help you. I work for the police but I’m here as Leah’s friend. Can you tell me your names?”


    “I’m Dalal Shahan and this is my sister Meeza. We need to find my sister Nadirah. Did Leah tell you where she is?”


    “No, but maybe we can sort it out. Did Nadirah run away?”


    Meeza’s head lifted and she focussed her eyes on Kala. “She’s as good as dead to us,” she said, her voice robotic and shrill.


    Dalal shushed her before explaining. “She’s just repeating.… My mother wasn’t happy that Nadirah ran away. She’s not going to be happy with us either. We can’t go back.”


    “How did Nadirah know Leah?” Wolf interjected. “Where does Leah fit into this?”


    “They talked through the help line but Nadirah was too scared to do anything like call the police. She got lucky though. Ghazi was taking the same class as Leah at the university, but he skipped it a few times and had Nadirah go in his place. Nadirah recognized Leah’s voice from the help line and approached her. Leah agreed to help her leave home because Nadirah was so desperate. My sister wrote everything in her diary.”


    Ghazi. Kala remembered the name from Tadesco’s class list. She placed her hand on Wolf’s forearm to stop him from talking. “Why did Nadirah have to leave home?” she asked.


    “My family believed that she was becoming wild and needed to be controlled. They arranged for her to marry a man, Mr. Khan. Nadirah refused and my parents locked her in her room for a month. When Nadirah got out, she pretended to go along with the idea of marrying Mr. Khan, but she was making plans with Leah to disappear. My parents and my brother Ghazi were very angry when Nadirah left. They’ve been trying to find her.”


    All eyes turned to Meeza, who’d let out a sob. She’d begun shaking uncontrollably. Dalal wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her closer. “It’s okay, Meeza. I won’t let anything happen. You will not have to see Mr. Khan ever again.”


    Kala met Wolf’s eyes while Dalal continued to murmur into her sister’s ear.


    “Has something happened to make Meeza afraid?” Kala asked.


    Dalal scowled. “They decided that Meeza would take Nadirah’s place so they locked Meeza in her room all week. She’s … not handling it very well. Mr. Khan was coming for her today but we ran away. We won’t go back.” Her jaw jutted out in defiance. “You can’t make us go back.”


    What kind of family would give their daughters away? It was beyond comprehension. Kala felt a rage inside that she would have liked to let out. “You’re very brave girls, Dalal. We won’t make you go back. We’re going to help you,” she said. “Where are your parents and Ghazi now?”


    Dalal’s eyes widened and she looked around the food court as if she suddenly remembered where they were. Panic crossed her face. “They’re probably looking for us. We need to find Nadirah. We’re going to live with her. She promised.”


    A memory of Lily and her ten-year-old self caught in Kala’s throat. Lily had made the same promise to her so many years before. A promise that never came true. She coughed to clear the image and to return to the frightened young girls in front of her. “You have no idea where she might have gone?”


    Both girls shook their heads.


    “I think I might,” Wolf said, his face animated. “Leah would have brought your sister somewhere safe where your family would never find her.” He smiled at Dalal. “Leah would want me to reunite you. I know that for certain. There’s only one place she would have brought your sister and I can take us there in an hour or less if we get on the road now.”


    “The three of you will have to wait here in Kingston. Tell me where she is and I’ll go get her,” Kala said.


    “You won’t find it on your own,” Wolf said stubbornly. “You’ll waste time trying to find the side road and the laneway to Leah’s family cottage. You still need me.”


    “I have a map. It can’t be that hard.”


    “It’s not marked on maps.”


    “We have to come with you,” Dalal said. “We have to find Nadirah.”


    “I want Nadirah,” Meeza wailed. “I want Nadirah now!”


    Kala looked at Dalal’s and Wolf’s determined faces and Meeza’s mouth widening into a howl. She wasn’t going to be able to leave them without a scene. If this place was so hard to find, Ghazi and his parents would have the same difficulty, even if they’d figured out where Leah could have hidden Nadirah. It might be safer to keep these girls with her rather than let their family track them down.


    “Well, let’s get going then,” she said. “I’ll put a call in to my boss so he knows what we’re up to.”


    She didn’t add that she’d wait until they were on their way out of Kingston before calling. Rouleau likely would veto the plan if she called any earlier.


    Rouleau woke up to find his father’s doctor leaning over him, shaking his shoulder. The fog lifted quickly. “Is my father okay?” he asked, pushing himself upright. “Has something happened?”


    “He’s awake,” she said, “and asking for you. All of his vitals are stable so he’s come through the surgery with flying colours.”


    “Good. He had me worried.”


    Rouleau followed her through to the semi-private room where they’d moved his dad. He was hooked up to beeping machines and an intravenous drip. Rouleau sat near the head of the bed and covered his father’s hand with his own.


    “How are you feeling, Dad?”


    “Been better.” His dad said the words slowly, but managed a shaky smile afterwards.


    “Doc says you’ll be home soon. They’ll keep you overnight to keep an eye. It was a blocked artery, but all clear now. No lasting damage.”


    His father’s eyes closed and his breathing deepened. The doctor finished checking the heart monitor and smiled at Rouleau.


    “He’ll be sleeping the day away if you want to go home and get some sleep. We’ll call you if there’s any change.”


    “I’d like to stay a few more minutes if that’s okay.”


    “Certainly.”


    She left after writing on his father’s chart and giving a word to the nurse.


    Rouleau held his father’s hand and watched the shallow in and out of his father’s chest. He tried not to think of what could have been. A few more hours and he wouldn’t have made it. The enormity of what Rouleau nearly lost made him want to gather his father into his arms and flee to somewhere safe, where time stood still and they both had their youth and health. A time when his father was the strong one and he was still a child. That time was long past and was now but a bittersweet memory. It was a sad truth that the passage of time left no prisoners. Yet, they had been blessed with a reprieve.


    Rouleau kissed his father on the cheek and brushed a lock of white hair back from his forehead. He stood and watched him sleep a while longer, until the fear constricting his own breathing loosened enough for him to walk away and leave his father in the capable hands of Hotel Dieu’s medical staff.


    Vera reached him as he was driving north on Division toward the station. He put the phone on speaker.


    “How’s your father?”


    “Doing well. I’m on my way in.”


    “Stonechild’s been trying to reach you.”


    “I had to turn my phone off in the cardiac unit. Is everything alright?”


    “She has a lead that she’s following up on and wanted to let you know. She’s on her way to Brockville.”


    “Brockville?” Rouleau racked his tired mind. “Leah Sampson grew up there.”


    “A girl called the university help line looking for her sister, Nadirah. Stonechild believes that Leah has her holed up near Brockville.”


    “Why?”


    “Nadirah’s family is after her. They aren’t happy that she ran away.”


    “An honour killing?”


    “That’s Stonechild’s fear. She asked us to pick up Nadirah’s brother Ghazi and the parents. She’s convinced they had a hand in Leah’s murder. Heath agreed there was enough evidence to question them. I sent a unit over about five minutes ago.”


    “Good. Where’s Gundersund?”


    “He called in sick. Should I try to reach him?”


    “I don’t see the need at this point. I’ll be in the office in ten minutes. I’ll interview Nadirah’s family when they arrive.”


    Vera disconnected and Rouleau increased pressure on the gas pedal, the overwhelming fatigue replaced by a surge of adrenaline.


    The noise of the shower woke Gundersund for the second time that morning. He moaned and rolled onto his side to check the clock. Five after eleven. Damn.


    He rolled out of bed and tried to ignore the pounding in his head as he stood up. His clothes were scattered across the floor. He searched around for his jeans and found them under the bed. Grabbing a clean sweatshirt from the pile on the dresser, he dressed quickly. The effort cost him and he sat back on the bed, pressing his temples between his hands while he concentrated on not puking.


    The shower stopped and a moment later Fiona strolled out of the ensuite vigorously drying her hair with a towel. She wore a smile on her face and not much else.


    “How are you feeling, lover?” she asked.


    “Fiona, I’m not sure how …”


    She lifted a hand to stop him talking while her mouth settled into a straight line. “You don’t have to say anything, Paul. I know that tone of voice.”


    She walked over to the chair where her clothes were neatly folded and began dressing with her back to him. “Last night was fun but you’re questioning it this morning.” She hooked her bra in the back before turning. “You didn’t have any questions last night.” She attempted a cheeky smile but her bottom lip trembled and the words came out more desperate than teasing.


    He looked at his beautiful wife and felt so empty he could have cried. He couldn’t forget what she’d done to their marriage; he knew that now. He’d known it even as he’d drunkenly lowered himself onto her the night before in the darkness of his bedroom while she called out his name. He’d made love to her, but the feeling of being close to her never came. Just a hollow sadness. His last thought had been of Stonechild as he drifted off to sleep.


    Fiona met his eyes and her face paled. The towel dropped to the floor. She crossed the short distance to him and knelt at his feet, her cheek resting against his leg. He rested his hand lightly on her damp hair.


    “It’s not going to work, Fiona,” he said. “You must know it too. I thought maybe, but I can’t get past you leaving me last year. I can’t go back there, to what we were. I wish I could.”


    She looked up at him. Her eyes shimmered with tears. “I wish I could take back what I did. It doesn’t feel over for me. Can’t you just give us some more time? I’ll prove to you that I’ve changed.”


    “It’s not that easy. I honestly wish it was.”


    After she left, he put on a pot of coffee and retrieved his cellphone from his jacket hanging on the back of a kitchen chair. He scrolled through the missed calls and recognized Stonechild’s cell number. She’d tried to reach him twice but hadn’t left a message. Her last call had been half an hour ago.


    He hit her number and poured himself a cup of coffee while he waited for her to pick up. His headache was becoming manageable after two pain killers but he still felt rough. Now add guilt to the mix. He had let Fiona convince him to call in sick and in doing so had left his partner in the lurch.


    No answer.


    Worried, he dialed Vera’s number. She picked up after one ring.


    “Gundersund.”


    “I’ve tried to reach Stonechild. Is something going on?”


    “She’s on her way to Brockville, chasing down a lead. Rouleau’s on his way in.”


    “She’s not picking up. What happened?”


    “The girl called back to the help line. Stonechild thinks Leah Sampson was killed because she hid the girl’s sister Nadirah at the family cottage near Brockville. We’ve got some officers picking up the brother and parents now.”


    “The girl’s family killed Leah?”


    “That’s Stonechild’s premise. Can you hang on a minute?”


    “Sure.”


    He heard muffled talking and then Vera was back. “They brought in the father but the mother and brother are missing.”


    “Do you have the location of the cottage?”


    “No. Wolf is with Stonechild and he’s taking her there.”


    “Listen. I’m going to start heading to Brockville in my car. If she calls in, get her exact location and phone me on my cell. Do you have any info on the brother’s vehicle?”


    “Not yet. I’ll call as soon as we know anything.”


    “And I’ll be on my way to find Stonechild.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Forty-Two


    Nadirah Shahan sat on the dock and dangled her feet into the lake. She’d made friends with a flock of ducks who paddled nearby but just out of reach. Ducks she’d been bribing with crumbs so that they’d stick around and not leave her all alone.


    “No more bread for you,” she said aloud. They looked in her direction but didn’t come any closer. It was almost startling to hear her own voice. She’d been here for nearly a month and hadn’t spoken to anyone. That would change soon. Leah was overdue for a visit and had promised to bring a bus ticket and money for a fresh start in Halifax. Nadirah frowned and tried not to worry about Leah’s long silence. They’d agreed to make as little contact as possible through September, but she’d been expecting Leah’s arrival for over a week. Leah had promised to check up on Dalal and Meeza and would try to get word to Dalal about her sister’s whereabouts. Nadirah worried about them too. Still, the best thing would be for her to relocate and send for them once she was settled and had a job.


    It was a lovely morning: sunny and warm, although not with the heat of a few weeks before. “You ducks should be thinking about trekking south,” she said. “You don’t want to get trapped here for the winter.” A twinge of guilt struck her at the thought that she was responsible for their lingering so long as the weather began to turn the corner into autumn.


    She stood and looked at the sparkles of sunshine shimmering across the water. The water reminded her of Kingston and homesickness welled up. No matter how awful her family could be, she still loved her sisters and father, even her mother if it came down to it. She’d tried to be a good daughter but her mother wouldn’t bend an iota. She’d tried to understand the old ways that her mother clung to so desperately from her own childhood in India, but could not. Perhaps it was her own failings keeping her from doing as her mother asked. She’d been told often enough that she was the bad seed, bringing dishonour on a respectable family. Her mother thought Mr. Khan was the answer to mending her oldest daughter’s rebellious ways and had refused to see Ghazi for what he was. Nadirah trembled at the thought of what her life had become at home and what it would be if she hadn’t found Leah.


    She walked back down the dock toward shore and started up the path that wound upward through bushes and pine trees to the cottage. She was out of milk and fresh fruit and had taken the last loaf of bread from the small freezer. She’d have peanut butter toast and tea with powdered milk for lunch. Leah had to come soon. She’d know how little food was left and wouldn’t let it go on too long. She must be having trouble getting away.


    The sound of tires on gravel greeted Nadirah as she reached the deck jutting out over the cliff at the top of the hill. Her heart jumped happily at the thought of Leah’s arrival, and she ran lightly across the deck and through the sliding glass door into the cottage to meet her at the front door. The front door looked out toward the parking area and the rutted track that passed by the property. She pictured the purple coneflower, Queen Anne’s lace, and buttercups that grew in profusion amidst the raspberry bushes and cedar just outside the door. Leah had been right about the cottage being secluded and free from passersby. It was a safe haven, but Nadirah had never quite gotten used to being so alone. She could now admit that she’d been worried about Leah leaving her there much longer.


    She flung open the door and raised a hand in greeting. Horror filled her like a douse of ice water. She barely had time to realize her mistake before Ghazi had shut off the engine and stepped outside the car. Her mother’s face turned to glare at her through the front passenger window.


    “Hello, Nadirah,” he said. “We’ve come to put you out of your misery.”


    Kala kept her speed just above the limit, the two girls wedged between her and Wolf. The sisters barely spoke in the back seat the entire time. Wolf sat stone-faced, watching out the passenger window.


    Kala looked across at him. “You been to this cottage?”


    “Leah had parties at her cottage in high school and I went to a couple. Her parents moved to Montreal after she left home for university and only kept the cottage because Leah planned to use it more when school was finished. She loved the place.” He pointed to a sign. “Take that exit. The road to the cottage is five minutes from here.”


    She’d ignored her ringing phone, concentrating on her driving. When she got the chance, she’d check in with work before the last leg of the trip. Very likely it was Vera or Rouleau trying to reach her. She took the exit and spotted a gas station and country diner.


    She looked at the girls. “Anyone need to use the washroom?” she asked.


    “Yes,” Dalal said.


    “I’ll take them in and will get them a drink,” Wolf said.


    “Great. I’ll get some gas and will check in at work,” Kala said. “See you back here in ten minutes.”


    She watched the three of them cross the parking lot and enter the restaurant while she filled the tank. When she finished, she pulled into a parking spot next to the main entrance.


    Gundersund had called a couple of times. Rouleau’s number popped up last. She returned his call first. “Hello, sir. How’s your dad?”


    “Out of surgery and doing well. Where are you?”


    “At the truck stop at the 659 exit west of Brockville and about to take the back roads to the Sampson cottage on Charleston Lake. Wolf is with me and knows the way. I should also tell you that I have Nadirah Shahan’s two younger sisters with me. They ran away from home and it seemed safer to keep them with me.”


    She was relieved when Rouleau didn’t get upset with her. She knew bringing them along wasn’t the best move. After a brief silence, he asked, “How old?”


    “Dalal looks to be about thirteen and Meeza’s around eleven. The parents were giving Meeza away to some man this weekend. That’s why they ran away as far as I can tell.”


    “We’ve had a slight hiccup at our end. Mr. Shahan is at the station but his wife and son Ghazi are nowhere to be found.”


    “Is there any way they could have found Nadirah? I’m making the assumption that Wolf is right about Leah bringing her to this cottage. It makes sense though. Leah was secretive and leaving the office for meetings, which Nadirah’s sister now says were with Nadirah at the Sunshine Bakery. Leah disappeared for a day and everybody thought she was having it off with a married man. It could have been the day she brought Nadirah to the cottage. I still haven’t figured out how Ghazi made the connection between Leah and Nadirah though.”


    “He might have followed his sister to the bakery. He would have recognized Leah from the psychology class. Dalal tells me that he was forever following them around and spying on them.”


    “Makes sense.”


    “We have no way of knowing what else Ghazi has figured out. Gail Pankhurst kept details about everyone on her laptop. She might have known about Leah’s hometown and cottage. You have to be extremely cautious since he could be headed the same place you are. I’d prefer you wait for Gundersund. He’s on his way.”


    “How far back?”


    “About half an hour.”


    “If Ghazi has figured out that Nadirah is at this cottage, she could be in real danger. I’m convinced that he killed Leah and put Gail into a coma trying to find out where she was hiding out. I can’t wait around here for Gundersund.”


    “Do you have your firearm?”


    “No. There wasn’t time.”


    “I don’t want you taking the civilians to the cottage. Can you get there without Wolf?”


    “It would be quicker with him, but I’ll get Wolf to draw a map. He says we’re about fifteen minutes away.”


    “Good. I’ll have Gundersund stop at the gas station to get directions from Wolf as well. I’ll also put a call in to the local police, but I doubt they’ll get there in time even if they take this seriously. We don’t even know if she’s at this cottage. Be careful, Kala. You have no idea what you’re walking in on.”


    “I will be, sir.”


    “I’d like to see you back here in one piece.”


    “That’s my plan.”


    Wolf wasn’t kidding about the cottage being hard to find. Kala passed the track twice before she spotted a carved board with the word “Sampsons” nailed to a tree stump set in an overgrown thicket of raspberry bushes. She wondered if Ghazi could really have found this location on his own. She doubted it and for the moment felt optimistic that Nadirah was safe if she was holed up here.


    She would have enjoyed this drive into the woods if she hadn’t been so worried about Nadirah. Oak and cedar trees were interspersed with pine and balsam trees. Sunlight streamed through openings in the green canopy with glimpses of a satin blue sky. The smell of vegetation and rich earth assailed her through the open window. This would be a lovely spot as the leaves changed colour over the next few weeks. Maybe she’d make a return trip to the lake when life calmed down.


    The truck jostled along the track and Kala bounced up and down like a bed spring for about a kilometre before a grassy opening appeared on her right. The opening disappeared around a bend and up a hill. Just past the cedar trees, gravel covered the ground, giving traction for cars as they drove up the hill. Wolf had said that she could park at the top of the hill in front of the cottage, but the stones would make a crunchy entrance if she kept going in her truck. Instead, she pulled over and parked in full view of the road. Gundersund would see her truck as he searched for the turn-off and he’d know she was here.


    As she climbed the hill, she saw evidence of a vehicle having disturbed the gravel recently. The driver had taken the hill at a high speed, spinning gravel and dirt.


    Kala began to have a very bad feeling.


    Keeping to the trees along the north side, she walked up the hill and slowed as she reached the crest. The cottage was directly ahead: a rustic one-storey with stained white siding out of the seventies. In Northern Ontario it would have fit in nicely as a camp, not one of the pretentious summer getaways people owned in the south. At the same time as she took in the details of the structure, she processed the four-door black Sentra parked near the front door and facing downhill. Any hope that Nadirah was here alone vanished.


    Kala checked for signs of life before walking over and resting her hand on the hood. The engine was hot. They hadn’t arrived long before her.


    She scooted around to the side of the cottage and circled down the incline until she was beneath the large deck that jutted out over the cliff. Standing still amongst the beams, she strained for sounds of people above. All was silent except for a bumblebee busily extracting nectar from a bed of clover off to her left and a cardinal holding court from one of the pines further down the hill. His call was a low whistle repeated over and over, haunting and melodic.


    Where could they be?


    She moved silently to the steps and stood in their shadow under the deck. All of her senses were on high alert as she scanned the woods and listened for voices in the cottage. Hearing nothing, she climbed the steps and quickly crossed the deck to stand near the wall. The windows were open and she checked the living room and kitchen, but the rooms were empty. Easing open the sliding glass door, she slipped inside.


    The interior matched the exterior. In the living room, wood panelling lined the walls. Reading lamps were spaced strategically next to an old plaid couch and well-worn chairs. Bookcases filled with paperbacks, tasselled throw rugs, and an old television with a VCR. A book on local birds lay open and face down on the coffee table. The cottage smelled musty and damp with the peaty aftertaste of a portable toilet. She ducked into the kitchen and saw a coffee cup resting on the drain board. The fridge and stove were ancient. An old yellow table filled most of the room with mismatched wooden chairs. Wide windows looked out over the woods and lake. It was a rustic getaway perched high above the water with a stunning view. She bet the sunsets were spectacular.


    She kept going down the short hall and counted three bedrooms, with bunks in two. The last room had a double bed. The sheets and blanket were pulled back. A woman’s toiletries filled the bedside table. Kala checked the chest of drawers and found her clothes neatly folded. Her wallet on the dresser confirmed her identity. Nadirah hadn’t brought much.


    Kala walked back to the sliding door and looked down toward the water. She took one step onto the deck when a scream pierced the silence like a gunshot. One scream and then nothing, but it had been enough for Kala to locate Nadirah and her brother somewhere down at the lake.


    She raced across the deck and down the stairs, not caring that the wood creaked under her feet and her steps pounded like hammers. She picked up speed as she ran down the steep path leading to the dock, her arms stretched in front in case she fell. At the bottom of the hill the lake spread out like a gigantic glittering jewel. The land tapered into a rocky flat stretch with the dock at its tip. This bit of the lake was a bay cradled by stretches of thick forest on either side.


    Kala stopped and lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the sun. She searched for Nadirah and Ghazi the length of the dock and land in both directions, but they were nowhere to be seen.


    Frustration filled her. Nadirah was running out of time, and Kala felt helpless. She started back up the trail, head down, eyes frantically looking for signs in the earth. Steps from the rock landing, she spotted a foot path through the underbrush that she’d missed on her flight down. She squatted and traced an index finger above scuffled footprints. A handful of torn leaves lay scattered on the path. She glanced up. Branches on leafy bushes were bent as if someone had grabbed onto them to stop from being pulled forward.


    Kala straightened and thought for a second. She broke a branch on one of the younger trees at the entrance and took out her earring, dangling it from the end that pointed down the path. It wasn’t much, but all she had that would mark the way for her partner.


    She took off down the narrow trail, avoiding tree roots and branches that stretched across the opening. The air was pea green and lush with foliage and composting vegetation. She felt like she was running through a tunnel of trees and brush with the sun blotted out overhead. A few minutes in, she reached an opening with the blue sky and lake spread before her. She slowed to stay hidden in the trees while she checked out the beach.


    Directly ahead, a woman dressed head to toe in a black burka stood framed against the blue horizon. Her back was toward Kala and she was looking out at the lake, her arms flapping up and down as she yelled into the wind. Kala moved a step to look past her and for a split second could not believe what she was seeing. A young man who had to be Ghazi was holding a woman’s head under the thigh-high water while her arms flailed and pounded at him, trying to break his hold. Ghazi was laughing, wide-mouthed, toward his mother sitting on the shore. He let Nadirah’s head out of the water for half a second and she sputtered water and tried to inhale before he thrust her back under.


    It was a sight so grotesque and unthinkable that Kala stood stunned, but only for a moment. Her horror was followed by a rage so intense that it burned through her like wildfire. She kicked out of her shoes and dropped her cellphone as she ran full tilt toward the lake.


    The woman in black provided Kala some cover until she got closer. Kala lunged past her before the woman could react and barrelled into the water directly at Ghazi. The woman’s screams increased in volume as she warned her son. As Kala rushed into the lake, part of her registered that Nadirah had stopped struggling, but she couldn’t stop to think what that meant.


    Ghazi’s face transformed from gleeful to shocked as he realized what was happening. Kala was on him before he released his hold on Nadirah. She punched him hard between the eyes, hearing the bone in his nose crack. Blood streamed down his face and he grabbed his nose with both hands and screamed in pain. He punched blindly toward Kala’s face. One punch made contact with the side of her head and Kala momentarily saw stars. She regained her balance and attacked again, this time thrusting her knee as hard as she could between his legs and punching him in the stomach with her balled up fist. The impact sent him backwards with another shriek of pain. He hit the water with a splash, incapacitated for the time being. The screaming from shore intensified.


    Kala turned to search for Nadirah. Fear surged through her at the sight of the girl lying on her stomach, her body bobbing gently in the waves that lapped against her. Kala reached her quickly through the knee-deep water and flipped her onto her back, pulling her under her armpits toward shore. They reached the edge of the water and Kala turned Nadirah onto her side, checking her mouth for obstructions. She rolled her over and onto her back and began performing CPR.


    The mother waded out to Ghazi, screeching venom while Kala breathed air in and out of Nadirah’s mouth, praying that she wasn’t too late. She was aware of the frenetic movements of Ghazi and his mother nearby, but she kept up the CPR. Ghazi had almost reached her when a stream of water spurted out of Nadirah’s mouth. She coughed and gasped in air. Kala rolled the girl onto her side, then stood ready to defend herself from the two bearing down on her. They were a frightening sight. The woman was screeching through the veil that covered her face and pounding the air with a fist. Ghazi was covered in scarlet blood streaming from his broken nose. His hands were raised in fists and his eyes were already turning black and blue and bulging with anger.


    Kala spread her feet wider. She raised her arms and squeezed her hands into fists. She mentally prepared to withstand a blow. Ghazi came at her like a charging bull, thrusting himself at her and catching her around the waist in a head butt. She was flung backwards into the water, winded by the impact and struggling to breathe. She kicked at him as he scrambled to leap on her and caught him under the chin. His head snapped back but he only took a second to come at her again. Kala got into a sitting position and pushed herself back but not in time. Ghazi flung himself at her and weighted her down, pushing her face under the water.


    Kala flailed like Nadirah had done before her but Ghazi was too strong. She tried to gain traction to shove him off balance. Nothing worked and she let herself go limp, willing him to loosen his grip. Darkness and shooting lights filled her brain as she began to black out.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Forty-Three


    Gundersund took exit 659 toward Charleston Lake and searched ahead for the gas station and family restaurant that Rouleau had assured him were in plain sight. He’d made record time down Highway 417 once he left the city limits, sticking to the fast lane and managing to avoid being pulled over. Stonechild couldn’t be that far ahead unless she’d broken the sound barrier.


    He spotted Wolf alone in the parking lot, pacing back and forth like a man waiting on his wife to deliver a baby. Gundersund drew alongside and Wolf jumped into the passenger seat without waiting for an invitation.


    “Let’s go,” Wolf said, slamming the door. His hair was wild and his beard scraggy. Not a look that brokered confidence. He shifted sideways and looked hard at Gundersund as if sensing his reluctance. “I didn’t like letting your partner go to the cottage alone and have had a bad feeling.”


    “Where are the girls?”


    “I called a friend, who arrived five minutes ago. Claire will take Dalal and Meeza to her place and we can pick them up when this is over.”


    Gundersund wasn’t liking this change in plans. “I can’t take you with me, Wolf. I can’t bring you into a potentially dangerous situation.”


    “I know the risks. We can make better time if I’m along to direct you to the cottage.”


    The door of the restaurant opened and Gundersund looked over, the ringing of the bell on a chain catching his attention. A pleasant-looking woman in her fifties dressed in pink Lulu Lemon workout gear exited with Meeza and Dalal right behind. Both girls were eating ice cream cones and the younger one was smiling. He watched them cross the parking lot to her SUV and noticed the vanity plate: 4CURLERS. She wouldn’t be hard to track down.


    “Okay,” Gundersund said, “looks like I haven’t really got much of a choice if we’re going to find them before nightfall. Buckle up.” He pulled onto the road heading north. “So what makes you believe Leah hid Nadirah away at this cottage?”


    “It’s isolated and the first place she would think of. Leah also went away overnight a few weeks back ‘to clear her head,’ she told me. I thought she was having a night away with her married boyfriend.” Wolf stared straight ahead. “I should have trusted her. A Ph.D. in psychology and I couldn’t even read my own girlfriend.”


    “You’re only human, buddy. She didn’t want you to know and she was acting secretive. I understand a co-worker also stirred the pot.”


    “Jucinda.” He groaned. “I should never have listened to her. Take this turn off.”


    “Left here?”


    “Yeah. It’ll take us to the side road that leads to Sand Bay.” He slumped back against the seat and folded his arms across his chest.


    They travelled in silence past stretches of woods and marshland. The side road to the Sand Bay turnoff came ten minutes in.


    Wolf started speaking as if there hadn’t been any break in their conversation. “Leah was always helping people. She was soft-hearted and never knew when to say no. She also had this conscience that wouldn’t let her do the wrong thing. I know she was trying to protect me from getting involved in helping a caller because we’d both get fired if Mark or Tadesco found out I’d known and said nothing or helped her. The irony was that I quit the night Leah was murdered so it wouldn’t have mattered.”


    Gundersund shot him a glance. “Leah must have known that if Nadirah was in danger, helping her to escape her family would put both of them in danger. Perhaps Leah was keeping you out of it to keep you safe.”


    “Then we have to protect this person that Leah died trying to help. It’s the only thing that makes sense anymore. Helping Nadirah might make up for me doubting Leah, you know?”


    “Yeah. I get it.” Find meaning out of chaos. Assuage one’s own guilt whether real or imagined. When somebody close died violently, family and friends would go searching for answers and try to set things right. Gundersund had seen it play out before.


    Wolf suddenly pointed toward the right side of the road. “Is that your partner’s truck?”


    Gundersund felt the adrenaline start to kick in. “Yeah. She’s here.”


    He cranked the steering wheel sharply to the right and slid in next to her. They both jumped out. Wolf waited for Gundersund to walk around the front of his car. He said, “The cottage isn’t far. It’s up on a bluff of land overlooking the lake.”


    They ran up the gravel hill through the trees, Wolf leading the way. He stopped at the top of the incline and pointed at the black Nissan. “Company,” he said quietly.


    Gundersund’s worry meter spiked but he tried not to let it show. “Looks like the Shahans made it here ahead of us.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out his handgun. “Stay behind me, just in case.”


    They circled the cottage with Gundersund taking the lead. He was relieved not to come across any scenes of carnage but each passing moment began to seem more critical.


    “Looks like the cottage is empty,” Wolf said, scanning the deck and windows from where he stood near the path down to the water.


    “Maybe, but we should go carefully.”


    They silently climbed the steps to the deck and Gundersund eased his way through the sliding door just as Kala had done earlier. He completed a quick search and returned a minute later to where Wolf stood guard on the deck.


    “The good news is that nobody’s inside with any injuries. The bad news is that they have to be out there somewhere. You were right about Nadirah staying here. She’s set up in the back bedroom. I found her wallet with ID.”


    Wolf nodded. “It had to be this place. I don’t see anybody on the dock from here, but we could go check it out.”


    Gundersund would have missed Stonechild’s clue, pointing them down the path to the beach, if he hadn’t had his head down. Smart girl. She’d left one of her turquoise earrings hanging from a broken branch that pointed down an overgrown track between the trees. His admiration for her resourcefulness kept growing.


    “Wolf,” he said and reached up to take down the earring. He tucked it into his pocket. “This way.”


    “The path leads to the beach about half a kilometer around the point,” Wolf said.


    Three minutes running full tilt through the woods felt like a lifetime. When they broke through the green cave of trees into the blinding sunshine, Gundersund’s heart was near to bursting in his chest. He struggled to catch his breath, vain enough to try to keep his discomfort from Wolf, who looked unfazed by the run. Gundersund promised himself that he’d get back in the gym when this case was over. No two ways. It took him a second to adjust to the brightness bouncing off the water. He squinted.


    “Merde,” he exclaimed when he’d finally absorbed the horror in front of him. The sight was surreal.


    Wolf’s voice held equal disbelief. “There’s a woman’s body lying near shore. He’s holding somebody else under water.” Wolf began running and so did Gundersund. He remembered his handgun.


    “Police!” Gundersund yelled. He stopped and raised the angle of the gun into the air and fired one shot skyward.


    The man in the water looked up and raised his hands. Even from this distance, Gundersund could see that Ghazi’s face and shirt were smeared with bright-red congealing blood. It was difficult to make out his features under the pulpy gore. He froze for only a moment before turning his back on them and belting it across the beach toward the wood. The woman in black trailed behind him, wailing and screaming at the top of her lungs in a foreign language.


    Gundersund and Wolf ignored their flight as they raced toward the two bodies lying on the beach. Gundersund waded into the deeper water and grabbed onto Stonechild by her waist. He flipped her over and dragged her from the water onto the edge of the beach. Laying her down, desperation made his movements feel clumsy and rough. His initial assessment of her condition had him fear the worst. Her normally glowing skin had a bluish tinge and the pulse in her neck beat faintly under his fingers.


    Please, please.


    He rolled her onto her back and tilted her head, lifting her chin, putting his ear next to her open mouth. He couldn’t see her chest rising and falling; there was no feeling of air on his cheek. Don’t die on me. He pinched her nose and sealed her mouth with his, giving her a breath big enough to make her chest rise.


    Come on. Come on. He repeated several times. Come on, Stonechild, breathe. The clock was ticking. He lifted his face to get more air. A sudden movement of her neck where he held her and then she bucked upwards. A frantic struggle for breath and a choking cough. Water began to spew from her open mouth. He managed to lift his face and roll her onto her side before she vomited a stream of water. Her eyes fluttered open, fighting, scared. She rolled back and saw him. The fear in her eyes died away before she closed them and moaned.


    Thank Christ. “You’re okay, Stonechild,” he said, taking hold of her hand. “I’ve got you.” He glanced over at Wolf.


    Wolf had found Nadirah lying unconscious on her side in inches of water near shore. He’d hauled her farther onto the beach and had been trying to bring her around. He’d taken off his shirt and wrapped her in it. Wolf met his eyes. “She’s alive,” he said. “Breathing okay, but unconscious. I want to kill the bastard.”


    “Join the line.”


    Gundersund felt the surge of adrenaline that had brought him this far begin to fade. He suddenly felt overwhelmingly tired. He could have stretched out next to Stonechild and slept, but the day was just beginning. He pulled the phone out of his pocket and dialled 911 as he leaned down and said, “Hang on Kala. Nadirah’s doing fine. You’re both doing fine. They won’t get away with this.”

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Forty-Four


    Rouleau was picking up the folder for his meeting when the phone on his desk rang. He glanced at the number before picking up. He heard his voice lighten when he said, “Laney, how are you?”


    “Good. I received a message to call you? Was the latest listing not suitable?”


    “No, it’s actually a great spot, but I’ve decided to put the house hunting on hold for the time being. My father just had heart surgery and I’m going to stay with him for the next month or so.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that.” She paused and he heard the sharp clicks of a mouse across the telephone wire. “You know, Jacques, a condo has come up in your father’s building. Ah, here it is. A two bedroom a few floors down from your father, but it also faces the lake. I could show it to you tomorrow if you have time.”


    He hadn’t considered a condo. When he’d been married to Frances, they’d bought a fixer-upper in Westboro, a neighbourhood in Ottawa, that he’d never gotten around to doing much work on. He still liked the idea of a house though. Maybe one in better condition with a backyard big enough for a barbecue and lawn chair and a place to garden. He liked flowers and figured it was a pastime he could take up.


    “Won’t hurt to have a look,” he said. “Any chance of just renting it for a year?”


    “I can check. Meet you there around five tomorrow afternoon? It’s number 405.”


    “Perfect.”


    He hung up the phone. Renting in his father’s building for a year might be the solution for keeping an eye on his dad while giving them both some privacy. He smiled. It also wouldn’t hurt to take the opportunity to see Laney again. He might never ask her out, but that wouldn’t preclude enjoying her company when their paths crossed.


    Heath held up a finger and finished his phone conversation while Rouleau waited. He was wearing his full police uniform and his round face beamed with boyish exuberance. After ending his call, he strode around the desk and shook Rouleau’s hand, pounding him on the shoulder.


    “I’m heading to the downstairs meeting room for the news briefing. I’ve invited a Queen’s professor who’s an expert on these honour crime cases and she’s arrived. I don’t have to tell you how good this looks on the department to have solved this one. We were starting to take a hit in the media for the number of unsolved cases we’re carrying. Well done to the team.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “We’ve got that Chalmers retirement party Friday night. Will Stonechild be out of the hospital by then?”


    “From what I hear, she’s out now. Gundersund is driving her back to Kingston. I told him to take her home so she can rest.”


    Heath’s forehead creased. “So soon? How about the other girl?” He looked down at the notes on his desk. “Nadirah Shahan.”


    “Nadirah will be spending the night in the Brockville Hospital for observation more than anything. She’s conscious and stable.”


    “Well, good that they’re making such full recoveries so quickly. Of course, I won’t share anything of a medical nature with the press except to say that they are expected to make full recoveries. Privacy laws and all that.”


    Rouleau checked his watch. “You’ll be on the six o’clock news.”


    “CTV and CBC are covering my news conference. Sure you don’t want to be part of it?”


    “That’s alright. I’ve got a bit of work to finish up.”


    “Well, don’t burn any midnight oil. Today is a time to celebrate. God knows we get little enough reason most days.”


    Rouleau checked in with Vera to confirm the new hire was starting Monday before he headed back to the office. Woodhouse glanced up from his computer. He raised an arm in the air and motioned Rouleau over.


    “I’ve just come across something odd.” Woodhouse’s tone and expression were puzzled.


    “Oh?”


    “This Ghazi Shahan who tried to drown Stonechild and his sister, he’s got the same name as the man I saw coming out of Della Munroe’s house this morning. Can there be two of them with the same name?”


    “How did you get the name of her visitor?”


    Woodhouse held up a form. “I had a check run on his licence plate and it came out Ghazi Shahan. I thought I was hallucinating when I heard his name again in relation to Leah Sampson and the attempted drownings today.”


    Rouleau took the piece of paper and studied it. Then he studied Woodhouse to see if he was trying to get a piece of the day’s glory. He had the hopeful look of a man who might have landed on a good idea after a long drought.


    “You’re sure this fellow was in Della Munroe’s house this morning?” Rouleau asked.


    “Ghazi Shahan’s black Nissan four-door was parked across the street from Della Munroe’s house and he definitely came out her back yard and down her driveway. He was at her residence for approximately fifteen minutes.”


    Rouleau slapped the paper against his hand and smiled. “Brilliant work, Woodhouse. You’ve just possibly given us the connection that could put Della Munroe away.”


    Woodhouse grinned and leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. He swung his legs onto the desk and crossed them at the ankles. “All in a day’s work, boss. All in a day’s work.”


    The clock turned over to nine o’clock when Gundersund eased Stonechild’s truck into her driveway. The adrenaline rush from the arrests was long gone and Gundersund felt weariness weighing him down. He turned off the engine and looked across at Stonechild. She’d leaned her head against the headrest and hadn’t spoken since they left Brockville. In the half-darkness, he couldn’t tell if she was asleep or unconscious. A flashback to her limp body in the water sent a shudder through him. He reached over and touched her shoulder.


    “We’re home, Stonechild,” he said. “Time to wake up.” Relief filled him when she stirred. He slowly let out his breath.


    She turned her head sideways and looked at him. Her eyes were black pools in the shadowy light. “Thanks for … everything. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She pulled the handle and swung the door open.


    “You’re not getting rid of me that easy.” He pushed his door open too. “The doctor would only let you come home if I promised not to leave you alone overnight.”


    She looked across at him before stepping out of her truck. “I’m releasing you of your promise. I’m fine. All I’m going to do is get some sleep.”


    “Sorry. That’s not on.”


    He followed her up the driveway and onto the back deck. She stopped at the top of the steps and looked down at him. “Seriously, Gundersund. I don’t need a babysitter. Go home and spend some quality time with your wife.”


    “She’s not there, so I’m all yours tonight.”


    “What about your dog? She must be due for an outing by now.”


    “Once I get you settled, I’ll take Taiku and pick up Minny. The four of us will have a sleepover.”


    He listened to her grumbling as she unlocked the door. She stepped inside and let the door shut behind her. He caught it before it clicked shut. She was standing a few feet away from the door, watching him and shaking her head.


    “I’m too tired to argue with you,” she said, bending down to rub Taiku’s head. “Could you let him out? He’ll walk with you to your place if you call him when you go outside.”


    She’d disappeared down the hall by the time Gundersund shut the door and he followed her into the living room. The lights were off but he could see the outline of her sitting on the couch from the light through the window. He turned on a lamp, then crouched next to her and undid her shoes, slipping each one off and swinging her legs onto the couch. “Pillow?” he asked.


    “Upstairs in my bedroom at the end of the hall.”


    He returned with a pillow and blanket and helped her to get comfortable. “Are you hungry? I make some mean scrambled eggs.”


    “You’re fussing, Gundersund. I hate when people fuss.”


    “Actually, I’m hungry. If I make you something, I can make extra for myself.”


    “Well, you’re in luck. I stopped at the store yesterday so you’ll find bread, milk, eggs, and cheese. Cook away.”


    He turned the radio on low and hummed along to golden oldies as he worked. Cooking was something he enjoyed in his down time even though he joked that he was bad at it. Pasta and seafood dishes were his specialties. Fiona had said the fact he knew his way around the kitchen was one of his better features. He prepared a tray for Stonechild and filled a second plate for himself. As he was about to bring the food to her, he heard a scratching at the door. He let Taiku in and filled his bowl with dry dog food that he’d found in the cupboard, then proceeded to the living room. Stonechild was awake. She propped herself up and accepted the tray.


    “It’s good,” she said with her mouth full. “I didn’t think I was hungry, but all of a sudden, I’m starving.”


    Gundersund sat across from her in the recliner and began eating.


    “When will Meeza and Dalal get to see Nadirah?” Stonechild asked.


    “Wolf and Claire are taking them over first thing in the morning.”


    “You trust Wolf with your fancy Camero?”


    “It’s just a car. He offered to drive the Shahan girls back tomorrow, and since you insisted on leaving, I took him up on his offer.” He smiled at her and speared another forkful of eggs.


    She put her fork down and sighed. “Do you ever get weary of it all, Gundersund? All the awful things people do to each other?”


    He took his time answering. “I focus on the good we do and don’t try to spend much time on the nastiness. For every bad person, there are thousands of people trying to do the right thing. We’re making a difference in their lives. That’s what gets me through the shit.”


    “It’s just hard to deal with sometimes.”


    He waited until she met his eyes and kept her gaze. “If we stop feeling, we stop being good at our jobs. You saved a life today, Kala. Maybe three lives, when you count Nadirah’s sisters. Wolf says he’s going to take them in until they get on their feet. There are details to be worked out, but they’re going to do okay. He told me that he can offer counselling in his home, basically a residential setting. He’s also taking in Gail Pankhurst when she gets out of the hospital. He’s a decent guy. He’s one of many decent guys out there.”


    “Yeah, I guess. Thanks.”


    He knew she was thanking him for more than his words of wisdom. “You’re welcome. Are you done with that?”


    She handed over her plate. “I can’t eat anymore.”


    He ate the rest of her meal while she watched. Her eyes closed a few times and he knew she was fighting sleep. He stood and picked up the dishes.


    “I’m heading over to get Minny but I won’t be gone long. See if you can sleep.”


    She stopped him at the doorway. “Gundersund, I’m not going to stay around Kingston much longer. I haven’t told Rouleau yet but thought you should know since you’re my partner.”


    “And I felt like we were just getting started.” He said the words lightly to cover his disappointment. “I’ll be sorry to see you leave.”


    “Maybe not too sorry after today.” She shot him a quick smile.


    He took their dishes into the kitchen. On his way to the back door, he stopped in front of the sliding patio door and looked at his reflection in the glass.


    He could still hear the shrill screams of Mrs. Shahan as he chased her down the beach, leaving Wolf with Nadirah and Stonechild once he knew help was on the way. She’d switched to screaming in English when he’d finally caught up with her in the woods. Her hijab had slowed her down. He’d tackled her, pinned her arms behind her back, and cuffed her. The evil in her words had shaken him: “My daughters are better off dead than bringing shame on our heads. They do not deserve to live. I wish they had never been born. I should have cut off their heads when I had the chance.”


    The local police had caught up with Ghazi in his car outside of Brockville.


    He heard a cellphone ringing and Stonechild saying hello. He moved back down the hallway and listened in case the call concerned the case. By the time he realized it was a personal call, he’d overheard Stonechild say that she would drop everything to help. Gundersund moved back down the hall and stepped outside onto the deck.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Forty-Five


    Rouleau bought two pints of Guinness and handed one to Gundersund. They clinked glasses and wandered over to the table where Ed Chalmers was holding court. They took up positions at the ledge nearby. It was Saturday night in the Merchant and the retirement party had moved over from the dinner and speeches at the hall. A local band was belting out cover songs on the raised stage in the corner. The place was crowded with patrons standing in groups around the bar. The noise level was high.


    “Looks like he’s having one drink for every year of service,” Gundersund observed. The table was filled with empty glasses, the steady pitchers of beer supplied by the team.


    “He’s trained for this day his entire career,” Rouleau said.


    “Any word on Della Munroe?” Gundersund asked.


    “The Crown is laying murder charges in the morning. First degree.”


    “I thought as much after the Shahan kid admitted to helping her fake the rape. Why do you think he admitted to that?”


    Rouleau shrugged. “We might have suggested that he helped her kill her husband. He wanted to make it clear that he hadn’t.”


    “Do you believe him?”


    “I have no doubt he killed Leah Sampson but I don’t think he killed Brian Munroe. Della Munroe accomplished that all by herself.”


    “What about his parents?”


    “Their involvement will be harder to prove. The mother was certainly part of the attempted murders. We have nothing on the father.”


    “Will the daughters move back with him?”


    “I doubt it. Nadirah intends to look after her sisters. Even if we can’t charge their father, the girls know what went on. They might be convinced to talk.”


    “Good evening, gentlemen.”


    Rouleau turned. Heath had appeared at his shoulder and they shook hands. Rouleau looked past him and nodded at Laney Masterson. She was stunning in a cream silk blouse, tight blue jeans, and knee-high boots. The light picked out red highlights in her hair, which tumbled loose on her shoulders. She smiled at him before turning her face and saying something into Heath’s ear. Heath nodded and she slipped past him on her way to the washrooms.


    “Laney had to work late and missed dinner but was up for a nightcap.” Heath looked around. “This place is hopping.”


    “A typical weekend at the Merchant,” Gundersund said, raising his glass.


    Heath signalled the waitress and ordered two glasses of wine. He turned back to Rouleau. “So the new man starts Monday? Bennett, is it?”


    “Bennett, yes.”


    “Vera tells me he’s from the Ottawa force.”


    “He is. He was a uniformed officer and helped us with a murder investigation. He wanted to get into Criminal Investigations and applied. He’s young and ambitious.”


    Heath nodded toward Woodhouse, who was sitting next to Chalmers. “That’ll make for a nice change. What about Stonechild? Is she staying on?”


    “She’s taken some time to attend to a personal matter.” Rouleau didn’t add that she hadn’t made any commitment to return.


    The wine and Laney arrived at the same time. Heath took her by the arm and nodded toward Chalmers. “We’ll just head over and have a word with the man of the hour. See you lads later.”


    They weaved through the crowd to join those surrounding the Chalmers’s table. Rouleau watched as Woodhouse stood and gave Laney his seat. She sat next to Chalmers and angled her chair to watch the band. Rouleau felt like he was nineteen again, watching the pretty girl he liked with another guy.


    Gundersund caught his eye. “I thought they were finished. His wife must be out of town.”


    “Heath’s married?”


    “Didn’t I tell you? His wife comes from a long line of money. They tied the knot about five years ago after a quick courtship. Get you another beer?”


    “Yeah.” Rouleau watched Heath bend down and say something to Laney. She looked up at him and laughed. “On second thought, I think I’ll switch to Scotch. It feels like that kind of night.”


    Gundersund lifted an arm and signalled for the waitress. “Then I’ll join you. It feels like that kind of week.”


    The woman across from Kala shuffled a stack of papers until she found the form she was looking for. Her nails were painted a deep blue, complimenting the streaks in her spiked pink hair. Kala placed her close to forty. She had to be a lifelong smoker judging by the network of lines around her mouth and the stale smell of nicotine around her desk. The hardness in her features was softened by the compassion in her brown eyes. She cleared her throat.


    “I’ve been in touch with social services in Kingston and they’ll be assigning a worker for Dawn. You will be living at the address you provided?”


    A loaded question. Kala knew this woman wouldn’t release Dawn to her care if she knew Kala was between jobs with no fixed address. Deciding whether to keep moving or commit to Rouleau’s team was out of her hands if she was to keep her promise to Lily. Such were the mysterious workings of the universe.


    “I’ll be at that address. As you know, I’m with Criminal Investigations on the Kingston force.”


    “Her mother asked that she live with you and based on your file, I believe this is the best place for Dawn at this time.” The woman stamped and signed the form. She flipped it around to Kala and handed her the pen. “If you agree to being her guardian, sign here.”


    And if I don’t?


    “Will I be able to see her mother before we leave?”


    The woman shuffled the papers as if buying some time to come up with an answer. She gave a sideways smile that bonded them in some kind of off-colour joke. “The thing is … she doesn’t want to see you.”


    Lily can’t look me in the eye but wants me to take on her kid. The whole setup was lunacy.


    Kala stood with the woman and shook her hand. “I guess I’ll be hearing how her trial goes.”


    “Of course, although I don’t expect she’ll be out for some time, given it was armed robbery and she was caught on film. She’ll be tried in Ottawa where the crime took place. Her partner as well. He’ll be arriving from Calgary tomorrow and they’ll both be transported to lock up in Ottawa this week sometime.”


    “My cousin never did things the easy way.”


    Kala followed the woman down the hallway to collect the twelve-year-old girl who was now her responsibility. Instant substitute parent to an almost-teenager — life was about to get a lot more complicated and she had absolutely no idea if she was up to the challenge.
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    Prologue


    Toronto — 2011 Immigrants


    Her breath came out in white slashes. February was a hateful month, inhuman and frozen over. She was late and not for the first time. It wasn’t her fault, but that wouldn’t matter to him. She willed her feet to hurry, watching warily for ice. No good falling and breaking her neck on top of everything else. His words came back to her in the crisp, precise tones of someone who had learned English as a second language: I need punctual help, Irma. I don’t appreciate dawdlers, even if you’re just cleaning my toilet. I expect you to be on time. Please don’t let it happen again.


    Please. He’d said please at least.


    What he hadn’t said was what would happen if she showed up late again, though she had a sinking feeling she was about to find out. He was a wicked man. There were no warm feelings, no acts of kindness stirring in his depths. A snowman planted in one of the yards reminded her of his tiny eyes and bleak, humourless gaze. Yuri Malevski.


    “Bloody Macedonians — hard as rock!” she swore under her breath.


    She would beg, if it came to that. She would remind him she was honest. Nothing had gone missing by her hand in the two years she’d worked for him. Everyone knew stories about the help who stole and pillaged, taking what wasn’t rightly theirs. She would never steal so long as she had food to eat and a roof over her head. She was poor, not desperate.


    It was the same from house to house. She scrubbed toilets, mopped floors, and wiped the children’s bums, all without question. She walked pets and toted empty liquor bottles quietly out the back door so the neighbours wouldn’t see. There was no end to the services she provided. The women were the worst. They expected perfection: floors you could eat off, countertops you could see your reflection in, toilets you could drink from. She wondered that some of them didn’t ask her to screw their husbands to save them the bother.


    They all took advantage. No papers, Irma? Tsk-tsk. Here’s what we will pay you, then. What choice did she have? They might be surprised to know she’d grown up with finery. As a girl, she had ball gowns and jewellery and cut flowers in the house. Back home she’d had manners and once — once! — she’d been beautiful. Then time caught up with her. She wasn’t young anymore. Even her hands were pitiful to look at now.


    Everywhere she went, they wanted something from her. This one especially, with his parties and the boys coming and going at all hours in all states of dress and inebriation and god knows what else. The tales she could tell, if she had the chance. He was almost like a woman himself! Fancy clothes and expensive haircuts and all the trappings. He once told her how much he’d paid to have his hair done. She was shocked! It was more than he gave her for an afternoon’s wages.


    No wonder everyone took from him. Boys he met god knows where, eating his food and drinking his alcohol. Because he let them! He just laughed. And then there was that dreadful one she’d run into early one morning, neither man nor woman. She could hardly countenance that.


    “Filth. Depravity.”


    She spat the words like stones then looked around to see if anyone had seen her talking to herself. No one had noticed.


    Yes, the stories she could tell. There were drugs in that house and worse. Oh, far worse! She couldn’t choose her employers, but she could pray for their salvation. It was her duty. God’s little test. She had the pamphlets in her purse. She would leave another one on the counter today. Maybe one day he would read it.


    She turned the corner onto Beatty Avenue, counting the steps to the grey monolith. The house loomed. Stone, built in the last century, with three separate chimneys. Necessary, no doubt, back in the day when people heated everything with coal and the rich had servants to stoke their fires. She shivered, grateful at least that she lived in the present age. It was hard being poor today, never mind in centuries past.


    She let herself in the iron gates and pulled them closed, trudging along the path like a dwarf approaching a giant’s castle. Yesterday’s snow lay undisturbed. No one had shovelled or swept the drive. If Yuri Bloody Malevski was so proud of his yard, he might pay one of those boys to clear the way. Or get them to do it for free for all the parties he threw.


    She gripped the railing with a gloved hand and hauled herself up. The door was double-locked from inside. Strange, because that only happened when her boss went out of town. He’d texted her a new entry code the previous day, but he hadn’t said anything about being away. He was a stickler for security, having been burgled twice. She knew that because he made a point of telling her. His home was full of valuables: artwork, rare books, carpets, antique table settings. The sort of things you found in the best residences in Europe. All the doors and windows were alarmed. He made sure she knew that, too.


    She stepped back and looked up at the house. Dark and unwelcoming, that was how she always saw it. The windows were uniformly large, but darkness showed behind them all, even in daytime. A devil’s house. It made her shiver. There was nothing for it but to go all the way around back.


    She stepped off the porch, the snow already over the tops of her boots. Drifts like white waves curled and froze mid-air. The storm had blanketed the yard. No footsteps showed here, either. She pulled open the rickety screen door, checking her phone for the new code. He was always changing it then changing it back again. At least this time he remembered to tell her. Once he forgot to let her know. She’d showed up and couldn’t get in until he returned in his big blue Mercedes. Fine for him to make mistakes!


    She punched in the numbers. A red light turned to green. The latch clicked and she pulled hard. The door crackled from the cold. Then she was inside, a beep registering her entry. She had twenty seconds to re-enter the code and shut off the alarm or she’d have security swarming over the premises. Or so he said. Maybe one day she’d let it go off and see what happened. What could they do? She re-entered the numbers and the beeping stopped.


    Safe.


    Inside, all was silent. She hoped she wouldn’t find naked bodies lying on the sofas and spare beds. It wouldn’t be the first time. Sin and abomination. Sodom and Gomorrah. God’s wrath on the sinful.


    A quick glance told her the place was tidy. Maybe the boy, Santiago, was back. He was one of the few who bothered to lift a hand around the place. An illegal like her, he once said she reminded him of his mother. Sometimes he slipped her an extra twenty for her hard work. Malevski had taunted the poor boy by dangling citizenship in front of him, getting his hopes up. Men marrying men, imagine that! It was a crazy country she’d come to. But then they’d argued and he’d been out of favour for the past few weeks.


    If not Santiago, then maybe it was that other boy who lived under the stairs. The one with the pale makeup, his face like a vampire’s. There was something not quite right about him. She didn’t like to be alone in the house when he was up there in that little room. She’d read his diary once, just a few lines: Dear Darkness, I want to die. Terrible!


    She set her purse on a table in the hall then took off her gloves and coat, laying them over the big blue chair. It was cold. That was Malevski saving money on the heating bills again, no doubt. She flicked the thermostat and heard the furnace starting up.


    Still no sign of her boss. If he was going to fire her for being late, surely he’d have been there to meet her when she arrived. Or maybe he intended to let her finish her day’s work then give her the sack without pay. It wasn’t as though she could complain to anyone.


    The kitchen was dirtiest. The remains of a meal lay in the sink. She put on gloves and soaked the dishes, making sure the water was extra hot. The food was caked on and hardened. Italian? Lasagna, maybe. There was something sticky on the floor and a spray of dried sauce across one of the cupboard doors.


    That was the worst of it. The dining room hadn’t been used since her last visit. A little dust only. Once again she wiped down all the surfaces, wringing the rags out, the water left clean in the pail. When she finished, she took the pamphlet from her purse and carried it to the long dining table. She always left one behind for him, but he never said anything. Someday he would read them.


    She stopped abruptly. There he was already, the same pamphlet propped against the silver candlestick holders. Jesus with his purple heart staring back at her.


    “Make him repent his wickedness!” she hissed, crossing herself.


    She stopped for a moment to listen. Irma was used to being in empty houses, but this one gave her the creeps. She wondered if the strange boy was upstairs in his little room. Fortunately, he never asked her to clean it. He was rather neat in that regard, and kept the place spotless. Once, she asked if he would like her to wash the floor. I’m entirely capable, he told her. She wasn’t sure about that, but didn’t bother to contradict him.


    A phone rang in another room, echoing through the place until an answering machine picked up. “This is Yuri Malevski,” came her boss’s voice with its distinctive pronunciation before clicking over to record.


    Irma listened, thinking he might be trying to reach her. Perhaps he got delayed somewhere because of the snow and wanted to give her special instructions. But it wasn’t him. It was his accountant saying he was still out of town and confirming Saturday’s meeting.


    The call ended. Almost immediately, it rang again. This time it was a florist saying he’d attempted a delivery on Tuesday, but hadn’t been able to use the entry code he’d been given. He was unwilling to leave the flowers because of the cold and left a number to reschedule. So it wasn’t just her. Yuri Malevski forgot to give the code to others, too.


    She paused with the dust rag to listen for sounds from upstairs. For all she knew, he could still be lying in bed. He expected her to get to his house by eight in the morning, while he idled away the day. He probably hadn’t any idea how horrific the weather was outside. And why would he? When he went out, he simply stepped into his car and zoomed off without feeling a thing. Life was easy for some.


    She rinsed out her washcloths and emptied the bucket into the kitchen sink before going back out to the hall. The place was finally beginning to warm up.


    It was the flowers that gave her pause.


    She’d always thought it a marvel how you could be in the depths of darkness in that mausoleum, and then step through a doorway where all was light and airy, the windows stretching up twenty feet. Now petals lay curled and withered on the conservatory floor. He’d always been fastidious about his plants. Never touch my orchids, he told her when she asked if he wanted her to water them. They’re particular. Just like you, she wanted to say, but held her tongue. They required three ice cubes per pot, once a week, he explained. He preferred to do it himself.


    Ice cubes!


    They didn’t even grow in soil, just absorbent material that retained water after the ice melted. Now, looking over the petals strewn across the floor, she saw that nearly all the flowers had dropped. How could he not have noticed? Not that she cared. She disliked orchids. They were sinister. The leaves were waxy, the petals cool to touch like the flesh of the dead. One or two had kept their flowers, the blossoms curling around the centres as though shielding a tiny throne. They looked as if they concealed something evil, like in those horror movies where creatures emerged from things when people turned their backs on them.


    He’d given her a tour the first day she came to work for him. Some of them cost a great deal of money, he told her. They’d been imported from far-off lands. She wasn’t sure if he said it to impress her or to make her wary of touching them when he wasn’t around. The name comes from the Greek orchis, he’d informed her in his precise English. Why is that? she’d asked in all innocence. He’d smiled his cruel smile and pulled one from its pot. Orchis means testicle, you see. There, dangling before her, were twin tubers looking for all the world like a man’s privates.


    Wickedness!


    He laughed to see her blush and cross herself. Ah, Irma! You’re so innocent, he told her, then turned back to his flowers.


    But here they were now, fallen at her feet. She went to the pantry to retrieve the vacuum, sitting it upright while she trailed the long black cord to the wall and inserted the plug. The whirring noise was comforting. The blossoms were gone inside a minute. She just hoped he wouldn’t blame her for the damage.


    She closed the door on the plants and lugged the vacuum to the foot of the stairs. Carrying it up was always a chore. Of course, he was too cheap to get a second one for upstairs. She stopped to rest a moment before continuing. Then she saw the stains. Like the ones in the kitchen, only darker. First on one stair and then another higher up.


    “God in heaven!”


    She left the vacuum at the foot of the stairs. Her hands shook as she continued upward. Dead flowers and a house in the deep freeze. Yes, there was evil in this place.


    She felt it in her bones, and her bones were never wrong.
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    “Just talk to the guy, would you?”


    Dan rolled his eyes. “I can’t get involved. This is police business.”


    There was a pause followed by the telltale sound of a match being struck on the other end of the phone. Any excuse for nicotine, Dan thought. Where the hell does he get actual matches these days?


    Donny was using his Reasoning with a Child voice: “No one’s asking you to get involved. He just wants your candid opinion. I know he would very much appreciate it.”


    Dan sighed. It was no good arguing; he was useless at evasion. Drive the truck straight down the freeway, none of this mucking about in back alleyways stuff. That was his style.


    “All right,” he conceded. “I’ll talk to him.”


    “Thank you.”


    “As a favour to you — no other reason.”


    “So in other words, I owe you.”


    “In other words, you owe me again.”


    There was a breathy, pack-a-day chortle. “Let me know when you want to collect.”


    “Oh, I will. Don’t worry.”


    In any conversation with Donny, the smooth exhale of a well-smoked cigarette was a familiar sound. Being asked to participate in a case that had all the markings of a police-only investigation was not. If anything, Donny was the one to urge caution, advising Dan to keep a low profile on risky undertakings, but here he was encouraging Dan to step directly into the ring.


    “So who is he again?”


    “You remember Charles?”


    “Sort of. Well, no. Not really.”


    “He’s the lawyer I dated briefly after Jorge the Argentine soccer player.”


    “Jorge I remember. Oh, yeah. The legs.”


    “Right. Getting back to Charles.”


    “Sorry. No facial here. Remind me.”


    “Good looking. White. Square jaw and all that. Probably not exotic enough for you, that’s why you don’t recall him. Anyway, Charles started dating this guy, Lionel. An accountant. Also very good-looking. They’re the perfect couple. They had the most spectacular wedding on their penthouse balcony in Radio City a couple years ago. It was big enough to hold a hundred people. They’re both very successful, lots of money between them. And believe me when I say they lack for nothing.”


    “Oh, I believe you.”


    “Good. So when I say that Charles was panicked, you’ll understand why I thought of you. Guys like that normally don’t even sweat when they play handball, but Charles is an absolute mess. He wouldn’t even talk about it on the phone. Insisted we meet in person. With all his connections, he couldn’t think of anyone to call, so I mentioned you.” Pause, with intent. “I sort of offered your services.”


    “Nice touch. So what exactly is the problem?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Not helpful. Are you saying he wouldn’t tell you?”


    “He was too afraid to tell me. All I know is it has something to do with the murder of Yuri Malevski, owner of the Saddle and Bridle.”


    “The country-and-western bar on Richmond?”


    “That’s the one. They’re a rough crowd to look at, but mostly pussycats when you meet them. They host the Mr. Leather Contest when it’s in town.”


    “I heard they closed after the murder.”


    “They did. Yuri was killed at his home in Parkdale, but the bar’s been locked up ever since. Apparently the police are looking for evidence of immigration scams, not to mention the usual narcotics aspect and anything else that comes to light. They think Yuri was running all that through the bar.”


    “I’m sure they’ll be thorough, since it was a gay bar.”


    “There was also a rumour Yuri was making payoffs to someone, so they’ll be looking for that, too.”


    “Payoffs for what?”


    “Ah.” Dan heard a sharp intake of breath as the cigarette swung into action. “That I do not know. For the answer, we must consult Charles. The reservation’s in an hour.”


    The place was packed. Fifteen years earlier, Toronto had barely heard of sushi. When you could find the stuff, it was priced to the hilt. Now it was de rigueur at cocktail hour in all the stylish homes and there was an izakaya — or sake house — on every other corner. From feeling squeamish about raw fish and squiggly things on their plates to becoming connoisseurs in a decade and a half, Torontonians had made the leap and landed solidly on both feet.


    Dan sipped his soda water and looked across at Charles the lawyer as he deftly scissored a maki roll with chopsticks and lifted it to his mouth. He was, Dan noted, expertly groomed and outfitted in the image of a successful man. His moustache looked hand-manicured. Donny was right, however. Despite being textbook-handsome, Charles wasn’t exotic enough for Dan’s recall. He’d met a thousand Charleses in his time, each indistinguishable from the next. In his opinion, they put more emphasis on their couture and professional alliances than anything that might reasonably be called a personality. Still, he reminded himself, it wasn’t their fault. They were programmed by their upbringings and choice of career. But this Charles at least was passionate about something: his husband’s security.


    “He doesn’t actually know I’m here,” he confided to Dan.


    “Lionel’s a very private guy,” Donny seconded.


    “Even more than me,” Charles said, smiling broadly. “And I’m the lawyer in the family.”


    “How do you think he’d feel if he knew you were discussing his private matters without his knowledge?” Dan asked.


    Charles leaned in. “I’m counting on your discretion, Dan. If he felt you were on his side, or at the very least that you wouldn’t say anything about this to anyone else, I’m sure he’d be fine about it.”


    A lawyer’s answer.


    “And if I were meeting him to discuss your private concerns, how would you feel?”


    Charles looked uncomfortable for a millisecond then smiled his winning smile again. His eyes floated lightly over Dan’s chest. “I’d be fine knowing I was in your capable hands.”


    Dan caught the flirtation under the remark, but let it pass. “Then let’s talk,” he said.


    Donny relaxed visibly and leaned back. Maybe, just maybe, his best friend was not going to be the uptight prude he so often proved. Dan didn’t like to disappoint Donny, but he wouldn’t step outside the bounds of his profession without good reason. Having an attractive lawyer for an ex-boyfriend did not constitute good reasoning to Dan’s thinking.


    Charles looked at Dan. “When we spoke, Donald assured me this would be kept in strict confidence.”


    Dan shot a glance at Donny: Donald?


    Charles continued. “When I told him why I was concerned, he explained that you might be the best person to turn to, all things considered.”


    “All things considered?” Dan said.


    Charles’s smile crumpled. “Sorry, I wasn’t … when you hear what I’m about to tell you, I think you’ll understand my hesitation.”


    “Okay. Shoot.”


    “As Donald has told you, Lionel was chief accountant for a bar called the Saddle and Bridle.”


    “I’m familiar with it,” Dan said.


    “Then you will know that the owner, Yuri Malevski, was found murdered a couple of months ago.”


    “Yes. I’d heard.”


    “Lionel was also Yuri’s personal accountant.”


    Charles paused. It seemed a cue for something.


    Dan cocked his head to encourage him to continue. “And?”


    “Well …” Charles blinked and smiled again. It seemed to be his default when all else failed.


    The penny dropped. “And being Yuri’s personal accountant required a certain amount of discretion on Lionel’s part,” Dan suggested.


    Charles nodded and turned to Donny. “This guy’s good,” he said.


    Dan got the message: saying things for Charles meant he did not have to make any potentially incriminating statements himself.


    “Which is why Lionel is reluctant to talk to anyone,” Dan went on, half guessing. “But surely the police have already questioned him about the murder?”


    Charles’s expression turned grave. “They did. Lionel is afraid because of what he knows. When Yuri didn’t show up at their last meeting —”


    “Sorry, when was this?” Dan interrupted.


    “Two months ago. Right after we got back from Mexico. Lionel and Yuri were scheduled to meet the day after we returned. It was a Saturday. February twelfth, to be exact. Yuri called on Tuesday and left a message while we were away on a jungle tour. Lionel didn’t get it till Thursday. When he called back, the mailbox was full, so he left a message on Yuri’s home phone.”


    “And Yuri was a no-show on Saturday. What happened?”


    “Lionel called Yuri’s cell a couple of times in the morning, but there was no answer. He showed up at the bar for their meeting, but no one had seen Yuri. So Lionel tried his home. Still nothing. Nor had there been any further communication from Yuri saying he wanted to postpone the meeting. It was a monthly affair, so Yuri always knew in advance when he needed to change the date. Anyway, when Yuri didn’t show up, Lionel started to worry that something had happened to him.”


    “Why?”


    Charles shrugged. “He knew Yuri’s lifestyle: sketchy friends, drug users, and rent boys. You name it — if it was dirty, Yuri was into it.”


    Dan nodded. “What did Lionel do next?”


    “He called a few friends and business associates, including one of the bar managers who was off duty that day. Turns out no one had heard from Yuri for several days, in fact. They went over to the house and found the front door was double-locked and that he’d changed the entry code. That was odd, too, since Yuri always told Lionel when he changed the code. But this time he hadn’t.”


    “Who found him?” Dan interjected.


    “The bar manager called the police, who called the security company and got them to let them in. They found Yuri murdered in his bed. They’ve questioned a lot of people, but they haven’t named any suspects yet.”


    Dan took this in. “So who do you think did it?”


    Charles looked uncomfortable and turned to Donny again.


    “Tell him,” Donny urged.


    Charles clasped his hands. Dan resisted the urge to tell him to stop using over-obvious court tactics and get on with the story.


    Charles nodded, as though trying to convince himself. “Lionel thinks the police did it and will try to cover things up.”


    “Why?”


    Donny leaned forward like a spectator at a hanging waiting for the trap door to open.


    “Blackmail,” Charles said.


    Dan blinked. “Blackmail?”


    “Payoff money. Call it what you want.”


    “Payoff for what? To whom?”


    Charles looked to Donny. For the first time there was a glimmer of doubt in his eyes. He turned back to Dan. “Surely you’ve heard of bar payoffs? The owners pay the police for overlooking certain violations. Overcrowding and whatnot. A regular payoff ensures your bar is not visited on certain nights of the week, that sort of thing.”


    Dan looked sceptically at him over the table. “And Lionel thinks that’s why Yuri was killed? For bar payoffs?”


    Charles looked deflated. “Yes.”


    “Did Yuri pay them?”


    “Lionel said he paid them for a while, but then he stopped paying them. That’s what the problem was.”


    Dan studied the two faces watching him as though he could see clearly beneath the surface of what seemed to him a very slight mystery.


    “Then why not bust him or fine the bar? Why kill him? They’re police, not hired assassins.”


    Charles seemed at a loss for words.


    “Maybe to send a message?” Donny suggested.


    Dan gave him a jaundiced look. “That’s all very colourful. You back on Netflix again?”


    Charles studied him. “You don’t think it likely?”


    Dan shrugged. “All I’m saying is it sounds too much like shoddy TV. Who would they kill next? Every bar owner who put a stop payment on their blackmail cheques?” Dan let Charles squirm a bit before he continued. “Who else might have wanted Yuri dead? Did he have a quarrel with anyone? As you said, he was into questionable things. Maybe he pissed off the wrong person.”


    Charles leaned back. “You’re right. There was an ex-boyfriend. He gets a checkmark in both boxes: drugs and immigration. He also knew about the payments to the police.”


    “An ex-boyfriend? What’s his name?”


    “Santiago Suárez. They had a big messy break-up not long before Yuri was killed. If I were a cop, he’d be my first choice in a suspects line-up.”


    “Then you should have a chat with him,” Dan suggested. “Or better yet, let the police do it.”


    Charles shrugged. “We would, but we don’t think he’d talk to us.”


    Donny was staring at him. Dan felt that sense of futility again that said he wasn’t going to be able to avoid whatever Donny was about to ask.


    He turned to face him. “What?”


    “You could ask him,” Donny said at last.


    “That would be interfering in police business. Why would he have any reason to talk to me?”


    “Because he’s an illegal. He won’t go to the police, because they’ll throw him out of the country. You could threaten him with exposure if he won’t talk to you.”


    Dan shook his head. “You want me to threaten him? What TV series is this coming from? Since when do you encourage me to be a hard-ass and go around interfering in things that are not my province and threatening illegal aliens?”


    Donny shrugged. “It was just a thought.”


    “I’ll say,” Dan said.


    “There’s another problem,” Charles said. “We can’t find him.”


    “You don’t know where he is?”


    Charles shook his head. “Nobody’s seen him since we got back from Mexico. What if I paid you to look for him and then let me decide if I want to talk to him?”


    Dan looked off for a moment, his training kicking in. “He could be in a million different places. If he thought the inquiry might implicate him in a murder, he very likely absconded back to … where is he from?”


    “Cuba,” Charles supplied.


    “Cuba. Hmm. Maybe not then. You don’t willingly go back to Cuba, from what I hear.” He considered. “Well, he’d go wherever Cuban expats go. Maybe there’s an enclave in Montreal, for all we know. Did he have money?”


    “Not his own,” Charles said. “He was living off Yuri.”


    “Maybe he killed Yuri and stole the money,” Donny suggested, looking more than a little excited by the thought.


    “You should be the sleuth,” Dan told him.


    “Thanks, but I’ll stick to fashion.”


    Dan turned to Charles. “Give me some addresses and maybe a few phone numbers. Whatever you have.”


    He copied the information in a small notebook.


    “You’ll look into it?” Charles asked hopefully.


    Their waiter passed by with a flirtatious smile. Charles palmed him a JP Morgan Palladium credit card. Private bank and an extremely high spending threshold, Dan noted. The waiter registered the card for a mere second before resuming his expression of unruffled winsomeness.


    “I’ll ask around,” Dan said. “But I can’t promise anything.”


    “Whatever the cost, Lionel and I will pay. Just let us know what it’s worth to you.”


    Dan stood, marvelling again at the tendency of men to think their clothes and credit cards were anything like indicators of their true worth.

  


  
    


    Two


    Tall in the Saddle


    The sun threw long shadows as Dan left the sake house and headed down the stairs. He passed a skinhead seated on the bottom step beside a mangy dog, some ersatz version of a pit bull. The kid’s boots reminded Dan of the Doc Martens of his youth, except these looked far more pricey. Make-believe punk. Someone born three decades too late trying to be the person he imagined himself to be. How do you liberate your inner anarchist? You could change your outer self, but not your internal reality. Dan dropped a loonie in his outstretched palm and walked on.


    Richmond Street lay a good fifteen minutes south. For years he’d never been able to recall which of the one-way streets between King and Queen was which, until someone told him the city planner’s secret: boy-girl-boy-girl. King, Adelaide, Richmond, Queen. That cemented it for him.


    He passed Massey Hall, that gloomy, neo-classical tribute to Canada’s premier family of days gone by. Back when Dan was growing up amidst Northern Ontario’s mining industry sprawl, the joke went that Canada had no social classes, just the masses and the Masseys. All that was long gone. In these days of rampant consumerism, the country’s social compact had splintered beyond any chance of reunification. Dan thought the old system highly preferable.


    The Saddle — or more correctly the Saddle and Bridle, as it was christened — had opened at the outset of the first AIDS decade. Back then it catered to a generation of gay men who felt they’d found themselves at last, only to discover that in finding themselves many would lose their lives and their friends far too early and in extremely unpleasant ways. The ugliness of the disease in its early years could not be overstated, before drug cocktails and therapies commuted a death decree into a life sentence, albeit one with no foreseeable chance of pardon.


    Nevertheless, the bar thrived, becoming one of Toronto’s pre-eminent dance clubs, changing hands and owners several times along the way before ending up in the clutches of one Yuri Malevski, a Macedonian immigrant who had come to Canada seeking freedom from discrimination in the Old World. Malevski happily embraced all that was forward-thinking about his adopted home, even while a fearsome virus was decimating his community in ways far more atrocious than even the worst politicians and religious fanatics had been capable of devising.


    Like nearly everyone else in the gaybourhood, Dan had heard of the murdered nightclub owner. Who hadn’t? Over the years, Malevski’s reputation grew. He was praised for being a hard-working community entrepreneur, a generous AIDS-charity benefactor, even while rumours proliferated about the deteriorating physical condition of the bar as well as its notorious after-hours activities. And the band played on. Few blamed Malevski for what happened behind the scenes in his club. Drug use was rampant, and, despite the risks it entailed, sex had become a free-for-all. One pair of eyes could not be everywhere, they said. Not his place to try and stop it, they said. This was back in the days when the gay community was still reinventing itself, looking for greater acceptance from the world at large as it transformed from social pariah to business success. Who would dare to interfere?


    The old millennium ended and another began. All the while, the club thrived. Malevski became a solid part of the establishment, entrenching himself in the bedrock of the community. Then the murder happened. It was a shock to many, but not to all. The real bombshell was the way his reputation got served up to public censor. It was messy, semen-splattered news of the coarsest sort: a rich pervert — who entertained hustlers, drug dealers, drag queens, and transsexuals — found murdered in his luxury home. The media feasted on it. What newspaper wouldn’t splash it across their front pages, wringing every last cent from a curiosity-starved public? Strangely, in all this, the police were unusually reticent, treating it as an everyday incident, a run-of-the-mill murder rather than the sensational headline material it was proving. That in itself, Dan thought, made it noteworthy. Why downplay the case when publicity might help catch a killer? Still, chasing illegal Cuban boyfriends and other potential murderers wasn’t his thing. Let someone else be heroic — the Dan Sharps of this world needed to be practical.


    He passed a muffin shop, letting his eyes roam over the display while noting a dozen ways to flavour something he didn’t particularly want before deciding he didn’t actually need another sugar high. He pictured Donny’s fingers tapping restlessly on the counter whenever he ran out of cigarettes. If he wanted to criticize his friend’s bad habits, it wouldn’t do to have too many of his own.


    Dan found the Saddle and Bridle looking as forlorn and neglected as a cast-off lover. Sheets of bare plywood covered the windows. Concert posters had been pasted over the exterior like a second skin. From outside, it appeared to be little more than an overgrown, neo-gothic pub, heavy on the brickwork. Passing by on the street, you might not even register the nature of its clientele unless you stopped to consider the giant mural of two moustachioed men seated together on a black stallion, their smiles gleaming three storeys above the parking lot. Inside told a different tale. The walls were covered with far more revealing artwork of men in various states of undress and sexual postures — nothing extraordinary for a gay bar, though Dan recalled a rumour the place contained a labyrinthine basement suitable for torture, long-term imprisonment, and the deepest, darkest acts of fetishistic carnality, all just waiting for Vlad the Impaler to return.


    He skirted the building, trying first the front then the back door. Both were locked. He was about to step aside and be on his way when he heard a staccato tapping from within.


    A dim recollection surfaced through the bric-a-brac of memory: himself as a twenty-something clubgoer, right before he became a dad and his social life virtually ended overnight, having just had a pass made at him by a drunk whose hands wouldn’t accept “no” for an answer. He’d been upstairs in a corral-like area, surrounded by cowboys-in-drag with their chaps and spurs and Stetsons. This particular wrangler had a lasso strapped to his belt, though he’d looked too inebriated to use it even if he wanted to.


    Freeing himself from the man’s insistent pawing, Dan pushed his way through a maze of black-lit rooms and out a private exit leading to a back alley fire escape. At the bottom, he passed a trellised garden where a clutch of drag queens slinked about, cocktails in hand, before making good his escape onto the street. It was months before he returned.


    Looking up now, Dan saw the fire escape, smiling to find it intact after all those years. It touched ground in the back alley where he’d ended his youthful adventure. A quick climb up a rickety set of stairs and the exit door opened at his touch.


    He stepped in and looked around. There was no one about, and therefore no one to see him doing something he shouldn’t be doing. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d overstepped his bounds and trespassed in order to get a firsthand look at something that conspired to keep him out.


    Inside the bar, chaos reigned: floors ripped up, ceiling tiles missing, walls in a shambles. The police had done their worst, tearing the place apart and tossing things aside in search of evidence of the nefarious intrigues that had gone on in the after hours. There was no respect for the recently deceased, it seemed. What is a man remembered for? Dan wondered. The good things he does in his life, the legacy he leaves behind, or for whether he partied to excess once in a while? Yuri Malevski had done favours for the gay community, but he’d also been the sort of man whose life harboured dark secrets. Nothing new in the annals of time, but clearly whoever had been through the bar in the days since his death had found little about him to honour.


    Dan glanced around. There, behind what was once a very busy martini bar, lay the entrance to the rumoured dungeons of debauchery and sexual abandon. He tripped the latch and opened the door. Steps led down into darkness, but the lights still worked when he flipped the switch, illuminating a swath of wooden stairs descending to who knew where. He followed, wary of broken boards and slippery footing. It wouldn’t do to twist an ankle while trespassing.


    At the bottom lay an overturned burlap bag with grain spilling from a tear in its side. A large rat waddled away at Dan’s approach. Cartons of empties were stacked along one wall, the wooden shelves old and dusty. The entire space was no more than twenty by twenty feet. No whips, chains, or manacles, no implements of torture anywhere in sight, just a dusty, neglected storage space. Poor Vlad.


    Dan heard a series of staccato cries from above. He stuck his head through the door and looked cautiously around. Then it dawned on him: hammers and nails, saws and drills. Some sort of restoration work was being done here, probably in preparation for selling the building. In fact, the place had always been a dump whenever he’d come by as a patron over the years. As a twenty-something with a fondness for alcohol but a disdain for dancing, he’d worried over the thump-thumping of the dance floor above while he sat at the downstairs bar nursing a Scotch. It turned out it wasn’t the dancing he should have been concerned about once his drinking took on the force of a hurricane in his life, but in any case he recalled being there the night the place threatened to collapse. He’d been on his third Scotch when something plopped into his glass. He looked up as a fine dusting of plaster fell down around his ears. Many had predicted the bar would literally cave in one day, and that night it came close. Not surprisingly, it stayed closed for a month after that, probably just in time before someone met their death there. As it turned out, the death hadn’t happened on the premises after all.


    As he crept forward, the cries reached a crescendo before stopping abruptly, a final cry echoing in the air. Was he too late to prevent an assault? The sound had come from the room right ahead of him.


    He knelt and peered around a corner, finding himself privy to the ultimate gay voyeuristic scenario. Two hardy specimens of manhood, coveralls and T-shirts discarded on the floor but hard hats still adorning their crowns, were having a go at the old heave-ho.


    Dan stared at the supple musculature being given a solid workout, barely suppressing a laugh. A decade earlier he might have asked to join them. Now, he was a middle-aged man with a teenaged son and a reputation to uphold, as boring as that might make him. Still, a little lust in the afternoon never hurt. Nice work if you could get it.

  


  
    


    Three


    Fathers and Sons


    Dan drove to the Annex and pulled up the drive of an ivy-covered stone house. Kendra waved from the kitchen window.


    “Come in,” she called. “I’m making ma’amoul!”


    She set a plate of sugar-dusted cookies on the table. He looked her over, this woman from another culture who also happened to be the mother of his son. An unforeseen occurrence, the consequence of a single date brought about by a crush on her highly attractive brother. Dan seldom thought about it now, it seemed ancient history. The fact was it had happened and turned out for the best all around, though there’d never been any question of their becoming a couple in the traditional sense. Neither wanted it then and it would serve no purpose now. They simply shared in raising the child they produced.


    He bit into a cookie. A flavourful wash of warm oranges and dates flooded his mouth.


    “Mmm … fantastic!”


    She smiled. “You always say that.”


    “Only because it’s true.” He popped in the remainder and wiped the powder from his fingers.


    Kendra gave him a sideways glance. “You need to talk to Ked,” she told him. “He’s thinking of turning down his acceptance to UBC because of you.”


    It was always straight to business with her.


    Dan sighed. “I didn’t even know he was accepted. Why doesn’t he tell me these things?”


    “He probably doesn’t want to worry you.”


    “Worry me about what?”


    She gave him a rueful look. “He thinks you need him here. He’s afraid of abandoning you by going off to school.”


    Dan shook his head. In light of their relationship, it made sense. Ked had always lived with him. They’d formed a bond against the world, making them a fully functioning unit, though perhaps it was unfair to both of them. For one thing, it kept Dan’s desire for a partner at bay with the excuse that his son needed him more, but that excuse was officially due to end when Ked went away to university. If he went.


    Over the past few months he’d tried pushing Ked away gently, but recently he’d sensed resentment because of it. It would be hard to explain his actions to his son, especially since they were deliberate on Dan’s part.


    He looked at Kendra. “What do you think?”


    “I think he should go where he can get the best training, naturally. The University of British Columbia is the best for his field.” She waited. “I’ve got enough money to help him out, wherever he wants to go.”


    Dan nodded. “I’ve got some, but not as much as he’ll need.”


    Her jaw line was set. “Then it’s good he’s got two parents.”


    Dan smiled. “I’ll say. In the meantime, what do you think I should say to him? Should I let him know you’ve told me this?”


    “Don’t let him know we’ve been conspiring against him — that’s how he’ll see it, anyway. Just ask him what his plans are. He’ll tell you when he’s ready.”


    She pushed the plate forward and smiled when he grabbed another cookie: men were all children under the skin. They worked best on reward and punishment.


    “How’s Domingo?” she asked.


    Dan’s look darkened. An old friend, a recurrence of cancer. He preferred not to dwell on it. “I don’t like it. We talk a few times a week, but it sounds like she’s resigned.”


    Kendra shook her head. “I’m so sorry to hear that. It’s never good when the patient stops fighting. Did she decide to do the chemo at least?”


    “Yes, but I gather this next round is the last, if she makes it. She seems to think there’s no use. She just wants to enjoy whatever time she has left rather than turn it into some heroic struggle.”


    “I’m sorry, Dan. I know she means a lot to you. Just be there for her.”


    “I will. For now, she’s getting the best help she can. That’s what counts.”


    His cell rang as he pulled up in front of his house. It was Donny. He’d held out longer than Dan expected. Friends for more than a decade, Donny had been a constant in Dan’s life, the still point around which his compass revolved. When Dan had passed off a street youth for temporary shelter to Donny several years earlier, the pair had become a family unit: black father and white son. In Dan’s opinion, Donny had never seemed so suited to anything as he had to fatherhood, however convulsively it had begun. It had also seemed to put them on par again, both of them friends as well as fathers.


    “You didn’t like him.”


    “Is that a question?”


    “No, I could tell. You weren’t warm to him.”


    “Do lawyers do ‘warm’? I thought they were all cold-blooded.”


    “Primarily, yes, but this one is a little different.”


    “Because you dated him once?”


    “I’m telling you, Charles is a nice guy.”


    Dan wasn’t about to let him off the hook easily. “Fine, but I dislike the breed on principle.”


    Donny spluttered. “He’s a lawyer, yes, but a lawyer who has never done anything to you!”


    “Yeah, but he would for money.”


    A long pause ensued. Dan glanced up and down the tree-lined street in Leslieville that he called home. Calm, peaceful. If it hadn’t been for that, he might not have been able to endure the city for as long as he had. It was here he’d given his son the sort of childhood that he, Dan, had never had.


    “So will you take the case?” Donny asked.


    “Tell him I’m still thinking about it.”


    “You’re too much. Really, you are!”


    “Many would concur. How’s Lester? I didn’t get a chance to ask you at lunch with all the overriding concern from your lawyer.”


    Donny huffed. “Lester is fine. He just got an internship with a poverty outreach program.”


    “Great news. Tell him I’m thrilled for him.”


    “I will. With all his experience on the streets, he should be good at it. I’m very proud of him. Plus he’s got that band on the side. He’s passionate about his horn. Maybe not quite Miles Davis, but you never know. Still no talk of moving away from home, but now that the bird has wings it won’t be long before he flies off.”


    Dan recalled Kendra’s comment about Ked’s unwillingness to abandon him.


    “Funny, Ked’s the opposite. He’s afraid to leave me on my own.”


    “He knows you too well.”


    “Yeah, there’s that.” Dan looked up at the house. “I just got home. Call you later.”


    “Think about the case!”


    Ked stood watching him from the shadows. These days he seemed to hover a lot, Dan thought. Wasn’t that what kids were always accusing their parents of doing? Ralph, a geriatric ginger retriever, lay on a pillow in one corner. His eyes flickered occasionally from one to the other of them if he heard a word that sounded like it promised food or a walk.


    “How’s school?” Dan asked.


    “Cool. There’s a science fair coming up. I’m thinking of entering an idea I had for making a sling psychrometer.”


    Dan’s expression was blank.


    “It’s a device for measuring relative humidity.”


    “Great!”


    “It’s not as dull as it sounds, Dad.”


    Dan smiled. “I don’t think it sounds dull, just a little outside my field of expertise. Is this the sort of thing you’ll be studying in university?”


    Ked warmed to the question. “Pretty much. It’s in the same field of earth, ocean, and atmosphere studies.”


    Dan nodded. “You’ll be meeting a lot of new people soon and your life’s going to change in many ways. Have you thought about where you want to go to study?”


    Ked looked out the window. “I want to stay here. There are programs at York and U of T. I’ll probably get in one or the other of them.”


    “Is that where you want to go?”


    Ked turned back to his father. “Sure. Why not?”


    “Those are both good universities. But are they the best for you? If it’s a matter of cost, your mother and I are willing to help you make up whatever you don’t have the funds for.”


    Ked looked indifferent. “I just thought it was better for you if I stayed in Toronto.”


    “For me? Don’t do that.”


    His son’s eyes expressed surprise. Not the pleasant kind.


    “But —”


    Dan cut him off. “Don’t live your life to please me, Ked. Or your mother or anyone else. Live your life in the way you see best fit for your needs. It’s your future we’re talking about.”


    “But I thought you would want me here.” He sounded disappointed.


    “Don’t misunderstand me. If it suits your purpose, you’re welcome to stay here as long as you’re going to school. Or longer, if you like. But don’t do it for me. That isn’t a sacrifice any son or daughter should ever have to make.”


    “But I don’t want you to be alone.”


    “That’s up to me. Besides, I’ve got Ralph. We’ve made peace in our old age.”


    Dan smiled to himself. Parenting? What parenting? If asked about his fathering style, he would profess that he didn’t have one. When it comes to kids, Dan advised others, just love them as much as you can, teach them good manners and respect for others, then get out of the way and let them be. If it works, you can be thankful. If it doesn’t, it’s probably not your fault.


    “Even Ralph won’t be here forever,” he added. “Everybody leaves home at some point.”


    “I guess.” Ked still looked perplexed.


    “Whatever happens, happens,” Dan said. “As we go through life, we learn to deal with whatever comes up. It’s not always good. People lose arms, breasts, get cancer, divorce. That’s life. You can’t prevent it.”


    “I know that.”


    “But what you may not know is how it feels.” He pointed to his head. “I know you understand it here.” His hand moved down to his heart. “But this is where it’s going to get you, if you’re not prepared. And no matter how much you dislike it, you can’t stop it from happening.”


    Ked frowned as though his father had been lecturing him on his behaviour.


    “Sorry, I don’t mean to sound like an old-fashioned parent. Next I’ll be telling you I’m saying all this for your own good.” Dan smiled wanly. “Which I am, of course.”


    He stopped and checked an incoming text. It was from someone named Lionel, claiming to be an accountant and asking to meet as soon as possible. This, he presumed, was the other half of Donny’s “perfect couple.” There was a pub listed at the bottom of the text. He hadn’t even agreed to take the job. It was presumptuous, but that was how the rich operated.


    He looked up at his son. “Think about what I’m saying, okay?”


    “Okay.”


    “If you want me to help you rank the different universities, I can do that, though you probably know them well enough by now.”


    Ked smiled. “I do.”


    “Good.” He paused. “There’s a dog over in the corner in need of a walk.”


    “Yeah, yeah … I know.”


    Dan glanced back at the text. He didn’t want to disappoint Donny, though that was a feeble excuse for accepting a job he didn’t want. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to be polite.


    He typed a reply: I’m good for 7. Then for Donny’s sake he added: Looking forward to it.

  


  
    


    Four


    Accountable


    Dan cast his gaze around the bar’s interior. Brass fittings, rough-hewn tables, hockey pennants on the walls. It wasn’t the sort of place he would expect an accountant to frequent, particularly a gay accountant, but it suited his purpose, which was simply to hear the man’s story, offer sympathy for his plight as he quaffed a single beer, then politely tell him to refer the case to the police. Due diligence done. His favour to Donny signed, sealed, and delivered. He’d offered to listen and listen he would. After that, it was out of his hands.


    The man who came through the door was dressed in a bulky sweater over a track suit. Nicely muscled forearms and solid chest. Easy on the eyes. More athlete than accountant, Dan decided. Which went a long way toward explaining the casual sports pub atmosphere. He plunked himself down on the bench like a tennis player who had just played a particularly challenging round, winning both game and tournament.


    “Hi, I’m Lionel.”


    He smelled of cool things, minty and fresh. Dan could imagine running his hands through this man’s hair. Well, you can’t blame a guy for trying.


    “Dan.”


    They shook and a waiter took their orders.


    “Good eye,” Dan said. “How did you spot me so quickly?”


    “Charles described you well. I think he might say you’re somewhat of a ‘type.’”


    “I’ve heard that before.”


    Over in a corner, someone scored a goal on a wide-screen TV and the bar was pandemonium for a moment before settling back into its dull routine of drinking and watching.


    Lionel’s eyes met Dan’s again. The gaze held.


    “Thanks for meeting me.” Lionel blushed. “I wasn’t sure at first if it was a good idea. I didn’t want to involve you and compromise anything to do with your work principles, but Charles insisted I at least hear what you have to say. He seems to think we’re all on common ground. Charles isn’t the most trusting person, so when he said you were on the level, I took his word for it.”


    Dan didn’t say that being given the thumbs-up by a lawyer wasn’t his measure of a vote of confidence.


    “I understand a little about your predicament,” Dan said, “but maybe you could fill in a few gaps. Whatever you’re comfortable telling me. I know that some of the things you did for Yuri Malevski may have skirted the bounds of regular accounting practices. I won’t pry, but at least be assured you can be as frank with me as you choose.”


    Lionel’s face showed relief. “Thanks. It makes it easier for me to talk to you just knowing that.”


    Dan watched him. In that instant, the breezy athlete was gone and a slightly world-weary accountant with real-life human concerns took his place.


    “Since the murder, the police have been snooping around Yuri’s accounts, both business and personal. I’ve been advised by Charles to be truthful in my responses without offering up information that might implicate me in anything questionable.”


    “That’s a smart stance,” Dan agreed.


    The waiter returned with two pints of beer. Dan took a long, satisfying swallow while the hockey game rumbled on overhead.


    “At first it was very routine. They wanted to hear the message Yuri left asking to meet when I returned from Mexico. Luckily I still had it on my phone, so I played it for them. Then the questions started. How often did we meet and what did we discuss and were there any unusual payments made by the bar?” Lionel leaned closer. “I told them I was aware Yuri paid for what we euphemistically called ‘security,’ but I didn’t say that I knew where it went. Technically, I didn’t know who or what he paid in that regard. In actuality, we’re talking about substantial payoffs to the police to leave the bar alone for various reasons, particularly because of the association it had with drugs.”


    “Did Yuri ever ask you to make the payments personally?”


    Lionel shook his head. “No. I made it clear from the start that I was not going to doing anything illegal, with or without his express consent. I did, however, make financial transactions at Yuri’s request, always in cash, from the bar’s profits. I handed them over to someone who, I assume, paid the police directly, but never in my presence.”


    “And who was that?”


    Here, Lionel’s gaze shifted to the far side of the bar, as though he sensed eavesdroppers. The other patrons were so oblivious to anything but the match being played out on the screen that it was hard to imagine anyone’s taking an interest in their low-key conversation.


    Lionel locked eyes with Dan again. “At first, Yuri had a couple of drug dealers running the money for him, but then one of them got busted and that ended that. Over the last couple years he’d been dating a young Cuban guy. That was who was making the payoffs for him.”


    “This was Santiago Suárez?”


    “Yes. My part was simply to take a percentage from Saturday night’s payroll and give it to Santiago in cash. What he did with it or who he gave it to, I have no idea. I always insisted I didn’t want to know.”


    “Did you keep records of the payments?”


    Lionel nodded. “Yes. Scrupulous records, even detailing the denominations of the bills I used to pay him. The transactions were always listed as ‘security.’ Yuri might have passed it off as payment to the regular bouncers the club employed.”


    “Did the police inquire directly into those payments?”


    Lionel shook his head. “No, not yet at least. They have the records, but you know how it goes when police investigate their own. My feeling is they know what the payments were for and they’re trying to see if I know as well.”


    “What will you tell them if they ask?”


    For the first time, Lionel looked afraid.


    “I’m going to tell them I don’t know what they were for other than basic payments to ensure the business was run smoothly. Of course, they don’t know who took the payments from me.”


    “I understand Santiago is an illegal?”


    “Yes.”


    “Which will make it difficult for him to come forward with what he knows, if anything.”


    Lionel nodded.


    “Are you worried the police may find something in Yuri’s personal financial records that would make things difficult for you?”


    Lionel’s cheeks expanded and forcefully expelled air.


    “A lot of what Yuri did bordered on the illegal. As far as I’m concerned — and Charles has already advised me on this — I was just doing what I was paid to do in a strictly legal capacity. I wasn’t there to judge or even snoop around and ask questions. I merely passed money over to one person or another. What those individuals did with the money was between them and Yuri. I made it clear I didn’t want to know about drug payments, for instance. Less dangerous for me. It was just easier that way.”


    Dan nodded. He had probably done more overtly illegal things in pursuit of his own career activities.


    “Money’s a funny thing,” Lionel said. “We all use it in various ways to accomplish many things. Much of what Yuri did with his money helped a great many people in need. It’s funny that so much of it was made in questionable ways. He was sort of a Robin Hood, as far as the gay community was concerned. I mean, we all knew about the sex and drugs that went through his club. He was well aware of it; in fact he even bene-fited, exacting a percentage from everyone who used his premises for such activities, but he seemed to think it was his duty to use those profits for good.” Lionel looked meaningfully at him. “Whatever may be said of him, I think Yuri Malevski was a hero, not a villain. Everyone in the community turns a blind eye to the goings-on in bars. Yuri chose to embrace it and use it for a positive end. He knew the AIDS community was under-funded for years, long before anyone in government admitted it. I think he chose to do the things he did in order to settle some old scores and balance a few ledgers that were sorely in need of adjusting. We shouldn’t judge him for it.”


    Dan smiled. “I don’t.”


    Lionel gave him another of those soulful glances. “I hope you can do something about this. If I told the police what I know I’d be putting myself in jeopardy. Not to mention Charles. It’s just …”


    His words were drowned out by the racket as another goal was scored. The gaps between real life and its electronic simulacra were not so far apart, Dan thought. There were always going to be winners and losers, no matter what you did or what you tried to avoid.


    The commotion died down again. Lionel reached across the table and gripped Dan’s forearm. “You see … I feel responsible for what happened to Yuri.”


    “How could you be responsible for what happened?”


    “I advised him to stop the payments to the police. I thought, what was the worst they could do? Fine him? Close his bar for a week or two? I didn’t know it would turn out like this.”


    The final words caught in his throat. Dan saw a man who felt a deep accountability for what had happened to his former boss because of a personal conviction aired at the wrong moment. Many of his own clients professed to feeling the same, their lives torn apart by a lie or a harsh word that resulted in the disappearance of a loved one, compounded by the unending grief and guilt that followed.


    Lionel released his arm and sat back. “Charles keeps saying I couldn’t have known what would happen. He says I should stop being so hard on myself. But that doesn’t bring him back, does it?”


    Their waiter passed by balancing a tray on his finger tips, looking for all the world like a trained seal. Dan signalled for two more of the same without disturbing Lionel’s tale of recrimination. Guilt was a funny animal, he knew. It deserved to have its own cage in the zoo, labelled “Armed and Extremely Dangerous.”


    “I went past the bar the other day,” Dan said. “It was being renovated. What’s going to happen to it?”


    “They’ll sell it. Some developer will tear it down and build condos. We could be talking several million in development fees. It’s a prime downtown location. A small part of it will go into a fund Yuri set up for his employees. I think he also left a good chunk to Santiago.”


    “So the ex-boyfriend benefits, even though they were estranged?”


    “The estrangement would probably have been temporary, knowing Yuri. He always had trouble with one person or another, then a week later they’d be on good terms again. He was temperamental. It was just his way.” Lionel smiled wistfully. “The rest goes to charity. He was a very charitable fellow, Yuri. Always looking out for someone else’s benefit. There would probably have been a lot more, but a good deal of the profits went to drugs. I used to pad the budget with costs that were in actuality drug payments. He probably spent tens of thousands over the years.”


    “What of the people who were in his close circle of friends?”


    “Well …” Lionel shrugged. “That depends how you define ‘friends.’ Suffice to say Yuri had a lot of hangers-on. A big party crowd followed in his wake like seagulls following a fishing boat. He was a good catch, as they say. He could be pretty indulgent: all-night parties and the like. Charles and I attended a few of them, but they weren’t really our crowd. Too many hustlers and drug users. You’d walk in and there’d be people smoking up or giving someone a blow job over in the corner while someone else videotaped it.” He laughed. “It could give you a jolt if you weren’t used to it.”


    Dan listened with curiosity. Lionel’s description of his former boss’s personal life was taking on all the drama and outsized proportions of the newspaper headlines that had feasted on the goings-on at his home over the past two months. He was disappointed not to hear a fresh perspective.


    “So I guess it’s true what we’re hearing about his lifestyle.”


    “Pretty much, yes.”


    “Was there anyone in that circle who seemed a little to the left of shady, in your estimation?”


    Lionel gave a big, friendly laugh. “Just about all of them on any given day! Do you want me to make a list?” He grew serious. “I didn’t make a point of getting to know any of them. It wouldn’t have been worthwhile. I’d never have trusted them enough to want to be friends. Yuri seemed not to worry about such things.”


    Dan looked up as two fresh pints arrived on the seal’s well-balanced tray.


    “I’ve got it,” Lionel said, handing over a twenty rather than a credit card designed to inspire awe.


    He was, Dan noted, a quietly attractive man, unlike his flashier husband. His ruminations were interrupted as the air suddenly issued with resounding boos. The game had ended, but not to the satisfaction of everyone in the house.


    “Were you familiar with any of the police officers who might have come by the bar to pick up their payments?” Dan asked.


    Lionel looked up, amazement written all over his face.


    “Wow!” he said. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this earlier.”


    “What?”


    “One of the regulars at Yuri’s late-night parties was a police officer. I only found that out when I saw him in uniform by sheer coincidence. About a year ago, Charles and I were in a small accident and he was the first officer on the scene. I don’t know if he knew who I was or not. Charles was driving, so my licence wasn’t in question, but I never forgot him after that.”


    “Do you know his name?”


    “Yeah — it was something like Trposki.” He spelled it. “It’s one of those scrambled Eastern European names. But he was a gay cop. I was shocked to find that out.”


    Dan nodded. “There are a few. For the most part they try to stick together. It’s pretty hard being out and gay in the police force. From what I understand, you’re better off if you don’t make an issue of it.”


    “I can imagine,” Lionel said. “The world isn’t that progressive — not yet, anyway. I’ll look on the ticket for the spelling to be sure. I keep everything. I’m a dot the i’s and cross the t’s kind of guy. For sure it’ll be in a file somewhere.”


    They quaffed their beer and looked around at the disgruntled faces. Impossible to say what bets had been won or lost in this crowd, but clearly the tone was downcast overall.


    “Tell me a bit more about Santiago,” Dan said. “Had he and Yuri been going out for long?”


    “About four years,” Lionel replied. “Though, as I mentioned, it ended recently.”


    “Do you know why?”


    “Nothing I could put my finger on. All I know is that they quarrelled and Santiago disappeared.”


    “And no one has seen him since the murder?”


    “Well, no one I know.” Lionel smiled. “You could ask around.”


    An idea struck Dan. “Can you get me access to Yuri’s house?”


    Lionel looked at him curiously. “You think Santiago is hiding out there?”


    Dan shook his head. “Not if he’s on the run, but it might help if I had a better idea who Yuri was. To do that I’ll need to get a look at what’s inside the house.”


    Lionel nodded slowly. “Sure, I can arrange that. Until it changes owners, I still have access to the house.” He looked Dan over. “So, are you saying you’ll take on the case?”


    “I’m saying I’m curious about it. I’ll do some preliminary looking around. I’m not promising anything yet.”


    “Fair enough. When do you want me to get you into Yuri’s place?”


    “The sooner the better,” Dan said. “Assuming the police have concluded their investigation and won’t show up while I’m there.”


    “I can’t promise you that,” Lionel told him. “But I’ll see what I can do about getting you in for a look around. How would tomorrow morning suit you?”


    “Perfectly.”

  


  
    


    Five


    Due Diligence


    Dan rattled the gate with his bare hands then glanced up at the stone mansion towering over its neighbours. It got top marks for atmosphere. This was a scary witch’s sort of house, with granite walls, slate tile roof, and a widow’s walk. The veined outline of elm trees flailed their branches around it, as though protecting it in an airy embrace.


    He fished through the bars until he felt the heavy lock, retrieved the key Lionel had given him, and unfastened the clasp. The gate swung open of its own accord, as though urging him in before he could change his mind. A wide, unpaved drive led up to the front steps. Spring had released tulips and daffodils from their underground hideaways, bright blotches of colour arcing over the damp earth. Someone had cleaned up last season’s dead leaves, either recently or back in the fall. It was still early for the gardens to look overgrown and abandoned, but they were clearly luxuriant. A month or two of neglect would turn them into a jungle of weeds and drooping flowers, as sad as an untended grave.


    This was one of the city’s grandest houses, though it lay far from the protective enclave of wealthy Forest Hill. A plaque beside the front door proclaimed its historic significance as having been built by “noted entrepreneur J.S. Lockie” for his wife, Edna.


    Parkdale had always been a contentious community, Dan knew. A mid-nineteenth-century census showed barely enough inhabitants for it to claim status as an independent village. Afterwards, the cry went round that someone had paid a band of gypsies to sign on as local residents to make up the numbers. The Toronto Home for Incurables on Dunn Avenue added to the area’s reputation with its gloomy, eponymous title. Dan pictured parents of the time passing the forbidding structure, pointing stern fingers in warning and spreading fear into the hearts of wayward children who refused to heed admonitions about personal hygiene and the eating of one’s vegetables.


    The neighbourhood’s proximity to Lake Ontario and the Canadian National Exhibition made it a desirable place to live, expanding significantly in the 1920s with infill and sidewalk extensions. It prospered further with the opening of movie theatres, the Sunnyside Amusement Park, and Palais Royale, the latter becoming a favourite venue for big bands in subsequent decades.


    All that prosperity came to a crashing halt in 1955 with the building of the Gardiner Expressway, itself a controversy as much for its exorbitant cost as for cutting the neighbourhood off from the beachfront. Parkdale’s popularity plummeted and it faced a decline from which it never recovered. Of its once-glorious mansions, few remained, but Yuri Malevski’s was one of the most notable.


    Dan took the yard in at a glance as he made his way up the walk. A pair of curious eyes watched his progress toward the house. A pudgy face, unshaven and lined. Funny turned-up nose. It was the sort of mug you distrusted on sight, he thought. What his Aunt Marge would have called “unsavoury.”


    Dan nodded an acknowledgement. The man had been raking leaves. He stopped now.


    “You a prospective buyer?” he asked from across the wood fence.


    “No, just a bit of maintenance.” Dan paused. “Do you know the owner?”


    “Yeah. Dead now. Got what was coming to him, that’s for sure.”


    Dan expressed surprise. “Not a nice guy, I take it?”


    The man snorted. “The worst.” With that, he turned back to his raking.


    Dan punched in the numeric code Lionel had provided. A light turned from red to green. He grasped the handle and entered into a vigilant silence, gazing down a long hallway with a green and ivory harlequin pattern. While re-arming the system, his nose picked up the scent of cleaning substances covering something disquieting that might have been the smell of embalming fluid. A perfectly preserved tin ceiling spread overhead while a staircase cascaded behind Dan’s right shoulder. The walls were polished rosewood. High double doors led off from both sides of the hall. The first set opened into a sitting room offering a tableau of stuffed chairs, antique lamps, and a wide brick fireplace. It was like stepping back a hundred years.


    At the far end, a white grand piano sat perfectly framed between bevelled lead windows. Dan ran his finger along the polished top, leaving a faint trail in the dust beside a glittering candelabra above a keyboard that seemed to be awaiting the tinkering fingers of a Liberace-come-lately. A portrait of Jesus with what looked like an exploding purple heart stood propped against it for that added touch of kitsch. Had the notorious bar owner and sex-trade proponent been a secret religious acolyte on the side? Dan recalled seeing a documentary on notorious drug dealers, surprised to learn that one of them, a ruthless killer who had her enemies assassinated, was also a doting grandmother captured by the FBI while reading her Bible in a Florida hotel.


    The second set of doors led to a dining room with a mahogany table that sat twenty. On the walls, a series of tempestuous seascapes in oil were mounted in hand-carved frames, while a vintage bookstand cradled a scrapbook stuffed with newspaper clippings and old registries. A page from The Society Blue Book, subtitled “Toronto’s Social Directory for the Ages,” listed J.S. Lockie at the present address as though he lived there still. Time never failed to make mock of human pretension.


    On the reverse, Boyd’s Business Directory for 1875–6 credited Lockie as manager of the Canadian Bank of Commerce beside an advertisement for “DOCTOR J BELL’S TONIC PILLS FOR NERVOUS DISORDERS — WE NEVER FAIL TO CURE.” A few of those might put him to rights when he was having a bad day, Dan mused, wondering just how much cocaine was in those pick-me-ups back then. Those were the days.


    The Canadian Mining Manual of 1890 followed one page over, with ads for the Hamilton Powder Company (“Manufacturers of Gunpowder, Dynamite, Dualine, and the New Eclipse Mining Powder”) and I. Matheson and Co. of New Glasgow, Nova Scotia (“The Best Place in Canada for Gold Mining Machinery”). Lockie was listed again, this time as director of the Haliburton Mining Company, incorporated with “a capital stock of $100,000 in shares of $1,000” to work mineral lands in the nearby counties of Haliburton, Victoria, and Peterborough.


    A short article on architecture noted an addition to the house in 1892. Then, in 1905, another write-up stated that it “had passed hands to Mr. Frederick S. MacGregor, bachelor, age 35.” Suspiciously old for a bachelor back then, Dan thought. “Mr. MacGregor receives 1st, 2d, 3d Thursday of every month,” the piece noted, while mentioning the various sports groups he belonged to, including the Toronto Racquet Club and Toronto Canoe Club, where he was noted as a “vigorous and lively member.”


    A portrait of MacGregor showed an intense, handsome young man with high cheekbones, well-formed ears, and deep-set eyes. His sporty build and muscular chest were well-defined by a collegiate sweater. Well, Fred, you’re a real catch in my books, Dan thought. I’d visit you on just about any Thursday, even if you’re over a hundred now.


    In the kitchen, two-fours of beer had been stacked against the far wall, revealing Malevski’s taste for micro-breweries and Belgian lager brewed by Trapist monks. The fridge contained water bottles, yoghurt containers, and a half-empty carton of eggs. A damp mop and plastic bucket sat behind an outside door, the inevitable attendant to late-night party-giving, as though Malevski had intended to be prepared for all eventualities. The bottom of the sink held a residue of dust and sand where someone had emptied a pail of dirty water, probably the last time any cleaning was done.


    Dan followed the hallway to the far end. A final door led unexpectedly to a greenhouse. It was like entering a small jungle. Plants sat on the floor, hung from beams, reached to the sky. Cacti proliferated. Those were the lucky ones, Dan noted. Most of the others had been left to die, shrivelling like the skin of a nonagenarian. He recognized a peyote plant, its small, button-like formations sprouting telltale pink flowers. The waxy leaves of orchids, equally neglected, dangled above with their jointed, mostly-flowerless stems spiking the air. As a gardener, Yuri Malevski seemed to have lacked a green thumb.


    For the most part, the house was in good order, not in any state of neglect or abandonment. It was clear that someone with taste and money had lived here, at least until recently. Dan wondered which had been the party rooms where Malevski’s guests took their drugs and played out their little dramas of the high life.


    The second floor consisted of several bedrooms and a sitting room replete with a small library. A quick glance at the spines showed the man had been a fancier of biographies: writers, artists, actors. People of accomplishment. They seemed to accuse him, Dan felt, as if asking whether his life had been of any special significance compared to theirs.


    It struck him the house was too big for one person. J.S. Lockie had had a wife and, presumably, a family. MacGregor, a confirmed bachelor, would have lived alone. Or had he? Perhaps he’d taken in a friend to relieve him of boredom and loneliness. Someone to help chase away the gloom. Maybe a squash-playing pal with benefits. It was no wonder Malevski had entertained. The problem was that the sort of company available for late-night get-togethers tended to want more than companionship. Sex, drugs, money. Clearly, Malevski’s pool of friends hadn’t been culled from the pages of The Society Blue Book. His friends came from bars and were probably as transient and temporary as they got. Had he been trying to buy their affection? Put a roomful of drug users and sex addicts in the hands of a rich man and the inevitable problems would arise, expectations rising with them.


    Dan snapped pictures with his cellphone as he went. There was nothing unusual, just a house that felt empty and, because it was empty, lifeless, as though its owner were away on a long vacation. As yet, he had nothing to report to Lionel and Charles. Fair enough. He still wasn’t sure he wanted to take on the job. Business of late had kept him flush enough that he could afford to be choosy.


    Emptiness and silence weighed on him like a dull pressure at some underwater depth. As he opened a final door, ghostly laughter emanated from the walls. Dan started as he caught a dim movement at the far end of the darkened room. His hand flew to the light switch. Quicksilver galvanized the walls as he confronted his mirror image. He waved and saw his relieved-looking twin wave back, glad not to have to explain his presence to anyone more demanding.


    “Sorry for disturbing you,” he said, the reflection’s mouth moving in silent accord.


    An echo of the laughter filtered in from the street, some passersby sharing one of life’s amusing little moments. He leaned against the wall and felt the urge for a serious drink. A good Islay Scotch with plenty of peat. Something that would burn as it went down. The yearning had come over him more often lately. He resisted, of course. Alcohol was a companion he’d learned to control only after it spent years controlling him. A promise to his son still hung over his head. Social drinking — one or two at most — was permissible. No more. But the urge to sit and drink in an empty room surrounded by silence had a pull that was hard to resist.


    A soft padding pricked his ears, like raindrops on pewter. Only it wasn’t raining. He stopped to listen. Nothing came to him. What was it about empty houses that set the imagination stirring? He’d just convinced himself it was an illusion when he heard a soft click upstairs.


    He crept down the hallway to a set of stairs, climbing carefully, lifting each foot and setting it down as quietly as he could. Halfway up, he stopped to listen once more. Again, there was nothing. He began to think his nerves were getting the better of him.


    The only door led to the master bedroom. The furniture here was unexceptional, functional in the extreme. An outside wall angled down on a slant, its window well jutting outward. This, he presumed, was where the notorious bar owner had died.


    Over the bed, a portrait of a rugged, attractive face in late-middle age arrested Dan’s gaze. The perspective was shoddy. The eyes stared straight ahead, bright blue forget-me-nots, with a wooden gaze and flat features common to amateur portraits. It looked recent, so this wasn’t J.S. Lockie or his successor, Frederick S. MacGregor. Dan guessed it was Yuri Malevski. Unlike the dining-room seascapes, this work had little artistic merit. Not art then, just someone dabbling with a brush in an attempt to create a likeness of a man who had in all probability paid him. It didn’t suit the mental picture Dan had of a fastidious collector with well-defined tastes.


    The scrawl at the bottom right caught his eye. A flamboyant pair of S’s, with their tails twisting away beneath. Santiago Suárez, Dan was willing to bet. You wouldn’t put up with mediocrity from Sotheby’s, but you might from a sexy, young boyfriend, even if it meant hiding the painting upstairs out of view.


    He wandered to the window and looked out over the back garden. A cherry tree was in bloom, smoky tendrils of whitish-pink spreading over the ground. Spring had taken a firm hold. He was about to turn away when a figure slipped into view. Dan felt a jolt run down his spine. He hadn’t been alone after all.


    Someone in a dark overcoat and cap had just left the house by the rear door. From that distance, it could have been anyone, male or female, young or old. A quick backward glance over the shoulder revealed the face of a young male wearing pale makeup. Dan stepped back from the window. That was all he saw before the boy disappeared through the gate.

  


  
    


    Six


    Rich Men


    He was back in the sports pub with Charles and Lionel. Lionel was pensive, making him seem even more appealing, while Charles simply looked out of place in his grey striped suit and wide pink necktie. (Though a lawyer would probably call it coral, Dan noted sourly.)


    “He had dark, curly hair. Young. Early twenties, maybe even a teenager. Pale face. He wore a long, grey, trench coat and a newsboy cap.”


    Lionel was listening carefully. He had been startled when Dan told him about the intruder he’d seen leaving Yuri Malevski’s Parkdale mansion.


    “Sounds like Ziggy,” he said at last. “He was one of Yuri’s hangers-on. Just a kid, really, though I think Yuri said he was a drug dealer. Maybe even a heroin addict. Do you remember, Charles?”


    Dan glanced at Charles, whose gaze seemed anchored to a potted plant on the windowsill. His face was expressionless.


    “Not particularly,” he said at last.


    “Any idea what he might be doing there?” Dan asked.


    Lionel shrugged. “I have no idea. None at all. I don’t know why anyone would be there. He was sort of a sad kid, a lost boy. I used to see him at the Saddle, even in the daytime. It was like he had nowhere else to go.”


    “How would he have gotten inside the house?”


    Lionel looked bewildered. “He must have the code. You can’t get in without it.”


    “Wasn’t it changed after the murder?” Dan asked.


    “No.” He looked sheepish. “Once the police finished the investigation, I reset it to the original code. Just an accounting thing.” Lionel turned to Charles. “You don’t remember Ziggy? Sort of a Goth look?”


    Charles shook his head. “Not specifically, no. Yuri’s place was a zoo, with all kinds of people hanging around.” He turned to Dan. “Is it possible you left the door open and he followed you in?”


    Dan shook his head. “I was careful to latch the door behind me when I arrived. I didn’t want anyone to know I was on the premises, apart from a nosy neighbour who didn’t seem to care for Yuri.”


    Lionel shrugged. “Then there’s no question: he has the code.”


    “How would he have got it?” Dan asked.


    “Yuri must have given it to him. There were always a few people who knew it. If it became a problem, he just reprogrammed it for a while. That happened a couple times a year, but he always set it back to the same code afterwards. His birth date. Easier for him to remember.”


    “Who else had the code that you know about?”


    Lionel considered. “Off the top of my head, I can think of a few people. Santiago always had it. Probably one or two of the kids who hung out here.”


    “And presumably they could have given it to others?”


    Lionel nodded. “I suppose.”


    Charles snapped his fingers. “What about that trannie?” He looked over at Dan. “There was one in particular I took a strong dislike to. I think he — she — it — whatever the correct term for a transgendered person is —”


    “I believe the correct pronoun is ‘ze,’” Dan said.


    “Okay, then ze was probably a transsexual, but I never had my suspicions confirmed.”


    “Do you recall a name?”


    “It was one of those neutral names.” Charles looked at Lionel. “Wasn’t it Jan?”


    Lionel nodded. “Yes, that’s it. Jan used to work there from time to time.”


    “Doing what?” Dan asked.


    Lionel looked perplexed. “I couldn’t really say. I got the idea Yuri hired Jan as some sort of party warden.”


    “A drug enforcer,” Dan offered.


    “Maybe. All the kids were in awe of Jan, though I never understood why. It was as if Jan had some hold over them. Whatever it was, I never learned.”


    “Can you give me a description?”


    “Besides scary?” Charles smirked. “Well, at first glance you’d probably say woman. Spiked hair, shaggy eyebrows, lots of piercings and make-up, but if you looked long enough you’d start to second-guess yourself. Big shoulders, muscular arms. That’s what I recall. There were enough qualities of both sexes to make things confusing. As often as I ran into Jan, I could never say for sure what sex I was looking at.”


    “How did Jan and Yuri get along? Any bad blood there?”


    Lionel thought this over before answering. “Nothing I could put my finger on, but I once overheard an argument they were having. Yuri said, ‘If you can’t do this for me then you can find another donor to bleed dry.’ That was the phrase he used.”


    “Do you have any idea what wasn’t being done to Yuri’s satisfaction?”


    Lionel shook his head. “None at all, though I remember I was instructed not to pay Jan that month. Jan must have known not to expect anything, because I was never asked for anything.”


    Dan considered. “It might be interesting to find out what it was.”


    “I can try, but Jan pretty much stopped coming around after that. As I said, there were a lot of people Yuri might stop speaking to for a period of time, then resume just as suddenly for no apparent reason.”


    “What about this policeman you mentioned, the one you saw when you and Charles had the accident? Did he have the entry code?”


    Lionel frowned in concentration. “Not that I know of, but I couldn’t say for sure. And by the way, I looked him up, as I said I would. I was right. His name was Trposki.”


    “Was he one of the cops taking bribes?”


    “I’m sure he was.”


    “And then Yuri stopped paying him. So, if anyone were to get hot under the collar about it, it might be this Trposki.”


    Lionel nodded. “It makes sense.”


    “So there were a number of people, some of them at odds with Yuri, who had access to the house. Besides Ziggy and other occasional partygoers, there was an ex-boyfriend, a transsexual who was hired and then fired, and a corrupt cop taking bribes. It’s not a very exclusive list, even if you consider that Yuri changed the code from time to time.”


    “Sadly, no. He even gave it out to delivery men and such. There was always a shipment of something coming around. Alcohol, food, flowers. Exotic plants were Yuri’s passion. He didn’t want them left outside, so he gave the florists the code and told them to leave the goods inside the door.”


    “I saw his greenhouse. It must have been impressive when it was in bloom.”


    Lionel nodded. “Yuri spent a lot of money on plants. Orchids in particular, especially rare ones. He could talk about them forever, when the mood hit him. I think he preferred plants to humans, to tell the truth.”


    “The passions of the rich,” Dan concluded.


    Lionel smiled. “He had a few of those. They weren’t all bad.”


    “Maybe not, but one of them might have got him killed,” Dan said. “When you have a moment, I’d like the names of people who definitely had the code. I’d also like to know who was given discreet payments for the running of the club or anything to do with his house.”


    Lionel gave him a questioning look. “You want a list?”


    “It doesn’t have to have your name on it. Nothing official, just names and addresses if you have them. If anyone asks, I’ll say I got them from the bar’s files on my own.”


    “Okay.”


    “So then you’re taking the case?” Charles asked, just as his cell rang.


    Dan smiled. “It would appear so.”


    Charles nodded and reached for his phone. “Good. Excuse me a moment.”


    He stepped out of the room.


    Dan looked across at Lionel. “I assume you still want me to take the case?”


    “Sure, it’s just that … well, we didn’t think you would.”


    “You have to bear in mind that even if I do find this Santiago Suárez, he has no reason to talk to me, especially if he’s an illegal on the run from the police. He’s going to be very wary of any contact that would get him in trouble or thrown out of the country. I don’t know what the official policy is for Cuban illegals, but I’m pretty sure he won’t want to be sent back.”


    Lionel gave a short laugh. “I can confirm that. The last thing Santiago wanted was to get sent back there. He hated his homeland. He said it was as homophobic as it got.”


    “He probably hasn’t been to a Muslim country,” Dan said. “Were he and Yuri a real couple?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean was there anything more between them than sex? I just wonder why Yuri didn’t marry him to grant him full citizenship status.”


    “I know there was talk of it. My guess is they just never got around to it, or else Yuri was making sure the boy was really in love with him and not just after his wealth. Santiago is very attractive, so he might have wandered off once he got citizenship. I think Yuri knew that. Also, there was a huge age gap between them. At least twenty-five years. It doesn’t mean they didn’t love one another.”


    “You think he was the killer?”


    Lionel shook his head. “No. I don’t have any reason to suspect him. More than Jan or the police, I mean.” He hesitated. “I guess you can’t work on assumptions, but if you do find him, please be careful.”


    “I will. If only because finding missing people is sometimes like cornering wild animals. You can’t predict what they’ll do or what they’re capable of. If they don’t want to be found, anything can happen.”


    “I can believe it,” Lionel said.


    “What about this kid, Ziggy?” Dan asked.


    “I don’t really know much about him, to tell you the truth. I thought Charles did, but apparently not.”


    Dan thought this over. “Maybe it’ll come to him. Do you know if Ziggy and Santiago hung out together? They were close in age, by the sounds of it.”


    Lionel laughed. “I doubt they had much in common, but you never know.”


    “If anything comes to you, let me know.”


    “I will.” Lionel gave him an assessing look. “It must be exciting. What you do, I mean.”


    Dan smiled. “It’s mostly dull and repetitious. Anyway, I do it because I’m good at it, not because I’m an excitement junkie.”


    “Good to know.”


    Lionel had dressed in track pants and runners again, as though it was his habitual uniform.


    “You’re a runner?” Dan asked.


    “Yes, though I stopped being obsessive about it. I was up to ten k a day for a while. I’ve tapered back. I was neglecting Charles. Well, according to Charles, at least.”


    “We should go running together sometime,” Dan said, hoping he wasn’t sounding flirtatious.


    Lionel gave him an encouraging nod, as though to disarm the thought. “I’d like that.”


    Charles came back into the room and glanced at the two of them.


    “All good here?”


    “Yes,” Lionel told him. “Dan’s going to take the case.”


    Charles looked at Dan. “That’s great. Thank you.”


    “I’ll do what I can,” Dan said.


    They shook hands.


    “We have to go,” Charles said. “Please keep us updated. You’ve got our numbers. Anything else you need to know, just ask.”


    “I will,” Dan said. “Oh, one other thing. “I’ll need your permission to mention your names if I speak with the police.”


    Charles looked alert. “What will that entail?”


    “Simply that I’m talking to you. I won’t divulge anything sensitive.” Dan looked at the two faces staring at him. “In strictest confidence, of course, especially given the nature of the situation.”


    “No, I can’t authorize that,” Charles said.


    Dan waited. “Okay. But seeing how I’ll be working for you, I have to make sure I don’t step on anybody’s toes at headquarters. They don’t take kindly to outside investigations, as you can probably imagine.”


    “I never really thought about it,” Lionel told him.


    “Occupational hazard,” Dan said.


    Charles shook his head. “Please keep our names out of it.”


    “All right.” Dan nodded. “You have my promise. I won’t say or do anything to jeopardize either of you.”

  


  
    


    Seven


    Slow Train Coming


    Dan’s day-timer lay open on his desk. The page was blacked out from 2:00 to 4:00 p.m. that afternoon, as it was every Tuesday. It was time for his weekly meet-up as he accompanied one of his oldest friends in the city while she endured her chemotherapy appointment.


    He got in his car and headed downtown. No matter what time of day he arrived, shadows covered the outside of the hospital on Elizabeth Street, the least interesting of several medical buildings on hospital row, like a plain elder sister ignored in favour of her younger, prettier siblings.


    The elevator was crowded with worried-looking faces. Dan imagined cartoon thought-bubbles over the heads of the various riders, with words like: Please God, I can’t live without him! Or This can’t be happening to me, or I hope she dies soon — I need the money.


    They rose in silence as the elevator made its way to the sixth floor. A bell pinged and the doors opened.


    “Chemo ward,” someone called out a little too cheerfully.


    Several faces looked up, disconcerted by the announcement. They’d all breathe easier once the doors closed on them again, Dan knew. He made his way down the hall to a large room at the very end. Here the faces were grimmest of all. He recognized a few regulars, the stalwarts who came each week.


    He saw Domingo’s shock of white hair over by the far wall. It hadn’t always been that colour, he recalled. It had grown in that way after the first round of chemo six years earlier. My first reprieve, she called it. This was her second.


    At her side sat the stern, disapproving Adele. If Domingo was a playful balloon, her girlfriend Adi was the lead weight attached to its string. She exuded joylessness and disapproval at every opportunity. At least now, Dan thought, she had a reason for it.


    While there were days when Dan didn’t think highly of human beings in general, Adi made a habit of disliking men explicitly at all times. Domingo, on the other hand, seemed to like everyone. She made being joyous her primary aim in life.


    “I hate men,” Adi told Dan when they first met, whether as fair warning or a challenge to make her like him, he couldn’t tell.


    “Any particular reason?”


    “Because men oppress women. Because they’re violent. And because they run the world and they do it badly,” she answered.


    “No argument there, but by that reasoning, we should hate all straights. They oppress us every day of our lives. The world is preset for heterosexuality. But oddly, I don’t hate them.”


    “Maybe you’re a coward,” she said with a humourless smile.


    Further discourse seemed pointless. Dan endeavoured to meet Domingo on her own after that. In fact, he’d spoken to Adele fewer than half a dozen times in all the years they lived in the same neighbourhood. Despite their disparate natures, however, the two women had remained together for more than twenty years. If nothing else, he would respect their love for one another.


    Adele looked up at Dan and raised a finger to her lips, as though she would like to shush the entire world. She nodded over to the bed, where Domingo lay sleeping.


    Domingo stirred as though she felt his presence. She opened her eyes and smiled. Dan went over and took her hand. Adele watched him like a guard dog watching a stranger approach its master.


    “It’s okay, Ad. Why don’t you go have a coffee?”


    Adele stood and looked down at Domingo.


    “All right. I’ll be back in half an hour.”


    Dan understood her reluctance. When your beloved is possibly in the last stage of life, you would want to be there every moment. On the other hand, the emotional toll it took was impossible to calculate. A coffee break would have to be a good thing at some point. She left with one last look around the room, as if she might later need to recount these details to a police officer asking for specifics of the last time she saw her partner alive.


    Dan looked around. Chemical pouches were strung up on metal racks like plump purses on lean scarecrows. He sat on the edge of the bed and tried not look at the PICC line. On his first visit, Domingo showed him the port valve protruding from her right biceps. He flinched when she told him she had twenty-nine centimetres of plastic tubing embedded in her arm. During the course of treatment, the nurses cheerfully showed her the bags with her name affixed to labels, letting her know the timing for each solution. This bag will take forty-five minutes, the next one will only take thirty-five. Dan and Domingo sat together while the solutions drained silently into her body on the off-chance that a small percentage of the chemicals would target cancer cells and stem the tide of illness.


    The room was hushed and dim, while the day outside was bright with the promise of spring. The sky seemed to beckon Dan onward, tempting him to run away rather than spend the afternoon in this theatre of sickness and death.


    “So what’s the good news today?”


    Domingo smiled. Her normally bronzed skin was pale and taut. She’d lost weight since their last visit.


    “Glad you asked. My white cell count was up this morning.”


    “Which means they let you do the chemo.”


    “If you like to put it that way. I prefer to think of it as now I can’t get out of doing it.”


    He nodded.


    “Tell me how you’re feeling,” she said, as though he were the one to be concerned for. “How’s Ked? Everything okay at home?”


    He knew she just wanted distraction. She didn’t care if he said anything relevant or simply rambled; it was all the same to her. She had little energy left over from the combined assault of cancer and the chemicals that made her shiver and feel cold all the time. She was grateful it was coming up to summer. At least it would be warm outside.


    “Everything’s good. I got a couple of new clients today. Friends of Donny’s. He said to say hi.”


    “Ah! The lovely Donny. Hi back from me.”


    He filled in the details of the case for her.


    “That’s good news,” she said. “I know your restless mind. You need to keep busy. Speaking of, how are you finding the meditations?”


    Dan shrugged, half shy, half embarrassed. “Not that great.”


    Domingo studied his face. “Tell.”


    He hesitated. He wasn’t about to admit he hadn’t done any of the exercises she had prescribed to counter the effects of a recurring post-traumatic stress disorder.


    She sighed. “Look, Danny. You know this helps me, too, so don’t be stingy with the details.”


    “Sorry, I forgot.”


    “What about the dream? The one with the rusty pail with the hole in the bottom?”


    It had haunted him, leaving him with a feeling of despair each night as he lifted the child’s pail and saw water gushing out.


    “No, that one ended when I stopped dreaming about my mother. I can’t really remember any others.” He smiled hopelessly and shrugged. “Sorry, I’m useless. How about you? Anything good to tell?”


    “Depends how you define good.”


    “Good as in ‘positive,’ ‘encouraging.’”


    “No. Not in that way.”


    “Then what way?”


    “These days it’s almost always the tunnel, following the train station.”


    She’d told him when she had the first dream of a train, convinced it meant her cancer would recur. In fact, she was right. A month to the day, her test showed positive. Her prescience always unnerved him, to the point where he’d had to sever the friendship for a while, rekindling it only in the past few years.


    “So you were on the train again?”


    She nodded.


    “Yes. I’m on the train and hesitating at the station, trying to decide whether to get off, but I wait too long and the train starts to move again. At first I feel panic, but then I realize it isn’t so bad. The train continues and in the distance I see a beautiful mountain. It looks like the train is going to crash right into the mountainside, but at the last moment a tunnel appears and the train is swallowed up in darkness.”


    Her gaze was far off, looking at something over his shoulder.


    “I can’t see a thing inside. All I can hear is the whistle screaming above as we race along in the darkness. Finally, the train throws a stray light ahead of it, illuminating everything in its path. That’s usually when I wake up.”


    She’d had visions since she was a kid, insisting they were psychic insights into the future. She tried to describe them to him once. It’s like a door that opens and things flash past and I glimpse the scene inside before it closes again. She waved her hands before her eyes, indicating the door as it opened and closed again. Dan tried to joke with her. Was it big and wide or more like a narrow screen affair? Did it have a window at the top and a doorbell to one side? If there was a party going on when it opened, would you ask to be let inside? What about a sex scene, possibly accompanied by gasps and a rude slamming in her face?


    She refused to let him put her off. It’s just what I see, she told him. More often than not, he had to admit there’d been validity to what she told him, even if it became apparent only with hindsight.


    He was watching the change in her eyes, the leaden greyness coming in to chase out the light, the zombie reflexes that passively accepted the poison drop by drop. Absorbing, conquering her. Taking over her will until there was nothing left to fight with.


    She smiled and reached for his hand.


    “Old friend,” she said. “Thanks for being here.”


    “I’m always here for you.”


    “I know. I’m well taken care of. It’s Adele I worry about. If I go first, I don’t know what she’ll do. She acts tough, but she’s a softie inside.”


    “Let’s worry about that when the time comes. For now, make sure you tell me if there’s anything I can do for you.”


    “There’s only one thing. You already know what it is.”


    She didn’t have to tell him: a decade earlier, her teenage son had gone missing. The boy, Lonnie, had shown signs of personality disorder at the time, though Domingo hadn’t fully understood the extent of the problem. He’d been experimenting with drugs and she put his strangeness down to that. Then he disappeared. Despite everything, he’d always been a loyal, loving son. There was no reason for him to vanish outright.


    Dan pursued the case whole-heartedly at the time, but nothing came of it. Then he and Domingo had a falling out and he’d let it linger at the back of his filing cabinet. Now she lay in a hospital ward undergoing chemotherapy in a fight to save her life. It was time to reopen the investigation.


    In the ensuing years, Domingo had convinced herself that her son was dead. No news was often not good news in Dan’s business, but it was a reason to stray on the side of hope rather than despair. Sometimes people went on hoping for years — the eternally optimistic — despite having nothing to go on. Maybe it was a talent for faith or just a better choice than premature grief. Domingo wasn’t one of those. She expected the worst, but mostly she wanted to know the truth before her health failed completely, another thing she was not optimistic about.


    Right before he vanished, Domingo and Adele took Lonnie for counselling, but he refused to continue after a second visit. He claimed the doctors were purposely messing with his head and he wanted none of it. At her wit’s end, Domingo asked Dan to help. He tried talking to the boy. They’d always had a good rapport. Lonnie had looked after Ked on more than one occasion when Dan was strapped for a sitter. But by then Lonnie had gone from a friendly, outgoing boy to a sullen, suspicious young man. Dan said his bit then gave up. He could tell he wasn’t getting through to him. He concluded by reminding Lonnie he could always talk to Dan in confidence any time. A week later the boy left, taking with him a knapsack and a change of clothes. Not much to live on. They all thought he’d be back, but it was the last time anyone heard from him for months.


    Then, nearly a year after vanishing, he called his mother out of the blue at Christmas from an area code just outside Quebec City. She told Dan he sounded disoriented, but managed to say he was living with a group of young people. He declined to say where he was exactly, but said he was happy. Two minutes later he was crying and telling her he missed her. Domingo begged him to come home, riveted by the fear that something terrible would happen if he didn’t. He refused. By the following year she was convinced he was dead. He’d come to her in a dream, she said. He was trying to fly, while all around him people were yelling, “Jump! Jump!” She watched him fall.


    Since then the trail had dwindled to nothing. Lonnie had successfully disappeared, taking with him his burgeoning soccer skills, a drug habit, and whatever chemical imbalance was affecting his thinking. In the meantime, Dan sent out queries and requests for a follow-up. A few police contacts sent possible leads. All of them came to nothing. Dan tried another round of inquiries, but they too led nowhere. The trail had gone cold. Since then, nothing. Now, he was determined to try once again for his friend who lay dying in a hospital bed.


    Dan looked up. The bags were empty.


    The door opened. Adele was back with a rush of air, giving him the sour look she always had reserved for him. It was time to go.

  


  
    


    Eight


    Demimonde


    On Tuesdays, Ked played basketball after school before going for pizza with his friends. Dan had no desire to eat alone, so he made his way to the gaybourhood upon leaving the hospital. His feelings were conflicted regarding the four square blocks that constituted his community. Some days he found them too shabby, too confining. Nothing that was easily defined, just that they were lacking in pizzazz. They needed more “Ooh-la-la!,” as Donny put it.


    Dan’s former therapist suggested the nagging voice in his head was a reflection of his low self-esteem, making him hold the Church-Wellesley neighbourhood in parallel low regard. Self-hatred, self-inflicted homophobia. It was the psychology of being seen as a minority. Maybe, but Dan didn’t mind being a minority. He would happily declare that everyone is a minority of one sort or another. Just look hard enough and you’ll find the divide between you and every other human being who walks the earth, was his thinking. In any case, there wasn’t another community he could opt into if he opted out of this one. If wishes were horses, beggars would ride. Like it or not, this was his second home and he knew enough to be grateful for it, however begrudgingly.


    Wandering north along Church Street, he could see the neighbourhood was changing again. He still recalled the days when the ghetto sprawled in from Yonge Street, stretching as far north as Isabella where two of the more popular bars, Chaps and Komrads, ruled. Back then there’d been little of note on Church, but rent was substantially cheaper than the gouging that went on elsewhere. In the space of a year, two new bars opened and the tide came east, helping create a unified neighbourhood with its first openly gay city councillor and a bi-weekly press. With unification came money, however, changing the tone and forcing out the smaller establishments, like the bookshops and clothing boutiques that couldn’t compete with bars and strip clubs. Wherever you went, there were always going to be winners and losers. The losers were the ones Dan missed most.


    A decade earlier, he could have told you his favourite bar in the neighbourhood. No longer. His old haunts were gone. In a pinch, the Black Eagle served a purpose, and that purpose was to socialize lightly and sometimes meet a hook-up — seldom more — when the keening edge of loneliness came over him. If nothing else, on those long, lonely nights he could hang out unnoticed in its darker corners where his scruffy sex appeal hid its allure for the wrong sort. No matter how old he got, Dan discovered, there was always someone he wasn’t interested in trying to hit on him, even when he gave off all signals to the contrary.


    Like it or not, he’d become a known commodity at the Eagle. If he stuck his face into the light long enough to be recognized, that is. The bartenders greeted him affably, joking about after-hours dates, which he always politely declined. Not a snob, he simply chose not to hang out with bar workers. He vividly recalled the days when one drink inevitably led to five or six or sometimes more, inebriation following in its wake. He hoped they were gone forever. He didn’t need to remind himself that risky sex had on occasion been a part of that dark picture. Somehow, little thanks to himself, he’d survived his youthful folly and looked forty in the eye without blinking. It seemed the edge of oblivion for most gay men, but he was grateful to have reached it.


    A handful of patrons sat around the downstairs bar. Dan knew the type: pleasant, non-aggressive fixtures on the scene, always on the lookout for company or comfort. A good man or a full glass, it didn’t matter much, one served as well as the other on any given day. Half a dozen heads turned to clock Dan’s entry. From a few came a friendly nod. He returned the acknowledgement. That was all for the present. Come closing time, he’d no doubt be on several mental checklists with unspoken captions like, “Where did that sexy, dark-haired dude go?” Later on they might be glad to see him still standing in some corner or else perplexed that he’d got away without being noticed.


    The place had recently been refurbished, transforming the Eagle’s interior from a derelict grunge bar to a sleek hangout, Manhattan-style. This was largely an older bunch, unlike the twinks at Woody’s or the flashier dance crowd at Crews & Tangos. When the Saddle closed, its patrons had washed up here, though the move wasn’t entirely willing. A simpler type of bar-goer, for whom a costume served as a personal greeting, they found the Eagle intimidating, too chi-chi despite its hardcore S&M roots. It was a matter of knowing your style. A latex bodysuit was not a substitute for denim and a riding crop. Still, the management didn’t turn patrons away for breaking any sort of unspoken dress code. It was a friendly bar, all things considered.


    Dan sidled up to the counter, ordered a pint of Keith’s, then proceeded to tour the place. The second floor yielded a total of a dozen men, most of them planted on the outdoor patio to smoke. Inside, others listlessly watched porn in the wan afternoon light on oversized screens secured above the bar. The effect was unsettling. You might come in thinking of your grocery list or the chores you needed to accomplish that weekend, but you always left in a zombie-fied stupor, usually alone, thinking of sex. It was that simple. Addictions made easy.


    Dan watched the screens for a while, then turned away. No matter the performer, the accoutrements or the setting, the story arc was always the same. There were just so many variations on desire before the theme got monotonous. He’d just finished his beer when an ethereal blonde caught his eye. Dan watched him approach, dreamy and distant. He waited to see if the man would lose his nerve and falter before veering off to the bathroom. Whatever he was on seemed to keep his will focused, even while his steps were unsteady. He walked up to Dan and put a hand out.


    “Gerry.”


    “Hi, Gerry. I’m Dan.”


    Dan waited for him to make a quick excuse and bolt once he got a closer look at the unshaven face, the scar angling from his right eyebrow, but instead he stayed and his smile grew. Gerry seemed to have a taste for the darker things in life.


    “Dan the Mysterious Cowboy.”


    “I’ve been called worse,” Dan admitted.


    “I hope you deserved it, whatever it was.”


    Gerry reached out and groped him. Encountering no resistance, he went in for more, massaging Dan into a semi hard-on. Dan wondered why he even let this begin, since he was only going to break it off in a moment with no intention of carrying things on later.


    Gerry increased the offensive. Dan felt a tightening in his groin, the one that said he might soon change his mind. Another thirty seconds and it would be a round of fellatio in the back room. He thought he’d put those days behind him.


    He pulled away. Gerry’s expression was pure bliss, though Dan suspected it was at least partly chemically induced.


    “Wow,” Gerry said. “I could do with a night of that. Hell, I could do with a lifetime supply.”


    “You’re cute as hell,” Dan said. “We should set up a date some time when we both have a lot longer to hang around.”


    “Ah.” Gerry looked disappointed. “I was hoping you were here to stay.”


    Dan shook his head. “Nope. Just buzzing through. Looking to score, though.”


    Gerry’s interested piqued again. “E? K? H?”


    “All of the above. You know a guy name of Ziggy who might be able to fill my order?”


    A smile flitted over Gerry’s face. He was obviously a devotee of the drug seller.


    “That little cutie!” A frown followed. “I used to see him at the Saddle all the time. I don’t know where he hangs out now.”


    Dan finished his beer and set it aside. “What about a Cuban named Santiago?”


    “Nah. Haven’t seen him for a while, either. A piece of work, that one.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I can hook you up. Whatever you need.”


    Chemical delights twitched and writhed at the edge of his mind like three lemons hanging over the visual field of a chronic gambler. Once you saw them, you could never erase the image.


    “Got a number?” Gerry asked, running a tongue over his teeth.


    Dan shook his head. He didn’t want Gerry calling to offer him anything in the dead of the night, as tempting as a cute, willing young man could be in times of need. But no. Not a good idea.


    “Sorry. Just switching providers. How about you give me yours and I’ll call you in a couple days when I’m hooked up?”


    Even stoned, Gerry could see through that one.


    “Forget it. If you’re not interested now, you won’t be later.”


    Dan watched him stagger back across the room. On reaching the doorway, Gerry turned and waved sadly, heartbroken, before heading down to the main floor.


    Dan was conscious of being watched from another corner of the room. A face came into focus.


    “What was wrong with him?” the bartender called out, wiping a glass on a towel.


    Dan smiled. “Nothing. I’m not on the market today.”


    “I’ve been trying to get a date with you for years. If he’s below your standards then I haven’t got a chance. The usual soda water for you?”


    “Yes. Try not to blink.” Dan paused. “On the other hand, no. I’ll have a second Keith’s. Believe it not.”


    “Testing your limits?”


    “What have I got to lose?”


    “Not your virginity, I’ll bet.”


    Dan gave him a wry smile. “You know what they say: it comes back after seven years. I’m due for a return.”


    The bartender pulled a pint of gold-and-cream froth, set it on the counter and shook his head when Dan offered to pay.


    “Tuesdays virgins drink for free.”


    Dan smiled and thanked him, then wandered off to the patio where several men eyed him warily, though none approached. That was fine, as far as he was concerned. There was no sign of Ziggy or anyone else selling drugs.


    He finished his drink and wandered back inside, shaking his head when the bartender nodded to his glass for another.


    “Back to the soda water.”


    “So how are you these days, sexy?” the bartender asked, setting a glass in front of him, again declining his cash.


    “Good enough,” Dan said, toying with the drink. “Do you know what I do for a living?”


    The bartender looked him over and shrugged. “I heard you’re some kind of private eye.”


    “That’s pretty much it. I find missing people.”


    “I go missing once in a while. I’d love you to come and find me.”


    Dan stopped to take stock of the situation. Here he was, being flirted with by a highly attractive man who seemed to have his head screwed on straight. Muscular chest, longish hair, goatee: he was just the right degree of scruffy.


    He held out his hand. “Dan.”


    “Hank.”


    They shook.


    “Been in the business long?”


    “Ten years.”


    “Did you know Yuri Malevski?”


    “Sure. We all knew Yuri.”


    “What did you think of him?”


    He shrugged. “Nice enough, though he had a temper, I hear. Always ready with a handout for a worthy cause.”


    “Any ideas what might have got him killed?”


    Hank lowered his voice. “Word on the street is that his boyfriend was leaving him for a woman.”


    “The Cuban?”


    “That’s what I heard. He was bucking to get married for citizenship. I guess he got tired of waiting for Yuri to pop the question. What have you heard?”


    “I heard he was being pressed for kickbacks. Do you ever get approached for payments so your bar isn’t inspected on certain nights? Anything like that?”


    Hank gave him an assessing gaze. He ran a hand through his hair. It had just the right bounce.


    “You’re talking about the police, I assume?”


    Dan nodded.


    Hank looked away again. “Not something I feel comfortable talking about in the bar …”


    Dan nodded. “It’s okay. I get it —”


    Hank cut him off. “I need a smoke. Meet me on the patio in two minutes.”


    Dan smiled. “Sounds good.”


    A few minutes later, Hank handed him a cup of coffee as he came through the door. They sat on stainless steel chairs at the far end, away from the other patrons.


    “I remember you from way back,” Hank was saying. “I used to see you around a lot more back in the day.”


    “That was a long time ago. No real desire to come downtown these days.”


    “Married?”


    “No, though I’ve been in and out of relationships. Just bored, mostly. You reach an age. You know. And I’ve got a teenage son.”


    Hank gave him an assessing look. “Cool.”


    Dan fingered his coffee cup. “Why do you remember me?”


    “Besides your sex appeal? Your edge.”


    “My edge?”


    “Back in the day, everyone had attitude. You know — we were all too good for this, too good for that. Always wanting more. Learning a little about life along the way didn’t help either. It only made us want what we didn’t have. I know people who are still bitter, thinking that life overlooked them. But that wasn’t you. You never had that kind of vibe. You never got bitter. To me, you just seemed in a permanent state of anger. Even when you stood off by yourself in a corner, it shone like an angry halo.”


    Dan laughed. “An angry halo. That sounds like me. I’m sure my son would agree. Maybe I shouldn’t find it so funny.”


    “It was sexy. It said, ‘I’m dangerous — don’t get too close to me.’ So, of course we all wanted to.”


    Dan nodded. “I haven’t been very good at letting people in. Not for a long time. Maybe not ever.”


    Hank winked. “It’s not too late.”


    “Maybe I’m just a work in progress.”


    Now Hank laughed out loud. “Aren’t we all!”


    “Speaking of danger,” Dan ventured. “Care to share what you know about protection money?”


    Hank looked around, noting that all the others were absorbed in conversation. “I assume you’re asking for professional reasons and not just to make small talk?”


    Dan nodded.


    “All right. Then I can share a bit, though I keep my head down and my nose clean for the most part. If there’s something a little too spicy going on in the bar, I just duck behind the counter till it blows over. But yeah — shit gets said, and I overhear it now and then.”


    He paused. Dan felt himself leaning forward, a boy anticipating a secret revelation.


    “There are guys — I’m pretty sure they’re cops — who come in every once in a while. Never in uniform, of course. When they show up, the owners give me a look that says I need to disappear. I usually go down to the basement and count cases of beer. When I come back up, the till is a little emptier and the owners are a little more sombre, like they’ve just had a scare and aren’t ready to talk about it.”


    “Do they ever ask you to give anything out if they’re not around? Maybe an envelope?”


    Hank made a face. “No. And I hope they don’t ask.”


    “Why do you think the guys who come in are cops?”


    Hank gave a rueful shrug. “Because every time they come in, the owners get slack about the head count for the next few weekends. Like they’ve been told they don’t have to bother with all the bodies in the place. Meaning they can let a lot more people in. Sometimes we go over the legal limit, which in turn means more beer sold, which also means they can start to make up for whatever payments they just handed out.”


    Dan nodded. “A nice, clean system. So in the end, nobody really loses out.”


    “You might say it’s a win-win situation.”


    “Until there’s a fire. But so far as you know, the payments have always been made?”


    Hank’s brow wrinkled. “Couple of years ago, when things were slow, I know we weren’t doing so well. I think the payments were smaller. The bar was fined a few times. Once it was a long weekend. We had a full house. Wall to wall people. We got closed for a week for overcrowding, but I got the feeling they were just testing us. Just showing us what it would be like if we didn’t go along with their scheme.”


    “It sounds like what was going on at the Saddle. What about the other bars? Are they getting tapped, too?”


    Hank’s smile was grim. “I think we all are. But the Saddle, especially. They were always over the limit and everyone knew it. It wasn’t just luck that they got away with it again and again.”


    “You think they pick on gay bars in particular?”


    Hank gave him a funny look. “You mean, because we’re minorities the cops think we must be knock-overs? That sort of thing?”


    Dan waited.


    “I guess it might be true, but then again we’re known as a successful bar. If they were after minorities, they’d be hitting up some of those small Jamaican bars on Vaughan Road. But they don’t, unless they’re making money. Why squeeze someone who isn’t worth tapping into, right?”


    Another of the bartenders came out to the patio, knocking butts into a pail. He glanced at Hank, nodded, and left.


    “One of your big fans from downstairs,” Hank said with a laugh. “You should start a club. Or maybe I’ll start one for you.”


    Dan grinned. “Did you ever recognize any of the cops who came in to the bar?”


    Hank looked away for a long while then turned to face Dan.


    “There’s one who comes in sometimes. Not often. I haven’t seen him in months, but I wouldn’t forget him. Thin, muscular. Wiry build. Intense black eyes. He made a scene one night. I remember he was very drunk. That’s when I learned he was a cop. He looked as though he could get out of hand if you pushed him. One of those mean drunks you hear about.”


    “Was his name Trposki?”


    Hank thought it over. “Yeah, that sounds right. Take my advice — stay as far away from him as you can.” He stubbed out his cigarette and stood. “Gotta get back, sorry.”


    “Thanks for your time.”


    Hank nodded. “I could probably find out more, if you’re interested. Of course, you’d have to come over to my place for supper to continue the conversation.”


    Dan smiled and looked at Hank’s muscular forearms, his facial hair. “I wouldn’t say no to a dinner date.”

  


  
    


    Nine


    The Approach


    Dan left the bar thinking about everything he’d just learned. A lot of fingers seemed to be pointing to an Officer Trposki of the Toronto Police. A gay cop hitting up a gay bar for protection. He took out his wallet and fiddled with the blue-and-white-striped card he kept hidden in its soft folds. So far he hadn’t used it, but once the chief of police had asked for his help. With reluctance, Dan had given it. Maybe it was time to ask for a favour in return.


    He pulled out his cellphone.


    Not exactly friends, still they were allies in an undefined way. The conversation was brief. Dan had no hesitation saying precisely what was on his mind: police officers were taking kickbacks from bars in the gay ghetto.


    The chief didn’t insult him by denying it. In fact, he surprised Dan by being forthright.


    “Does this have anything to do with the Yuri Malevski case?”


    “That’s it,” Dan told him.


    “Quid pro quo. What do you know about it?”


    “Not much, but I’ve been told the official investigation may run into some roadblocks because of the bribery allegations. Cops don’t rat on cops.”


    “You know I don’t like hearing that kind of talk.”


    “I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true.”


    The chief mulled this one over.


    “I’d like you to talk to someone,” he said at last. “Have you got a pen?”


    “Shoot.”


    Dan wrote down the name and number.


    “One of my best. She’s in charge of an internal investigation into police corruption. You can talk straight with her. She’ll treat you the same.”


    Dan hung up and left a message with Inspector Lydia Johnston. She phoned back within five minutes, asking to meet. Half an hour later he was sitting across from an attractive, forty-something woman with shoulder-length brown hair, sporty build. She beamed confidence. They were at Fran’s Restaurant on College, one of Toronto’s culinary institutions whether you were a connoisseur of diners or not. Johnston glanced around at the other customers. “I like to chat here,” she said. “It’s always so loud and busy that no one can overhear you.”


    Dan smiled. He’d wondered about the wisdom of talking in public, but she was right. The buzz was deafening. The only drawback, as far as he knew, was that the coffee was nearly undrinkable. “Burned” and “scorched” seemed to be the only noticeable flavours it possessed.


    Inspector Johnston put him at ease at once. She didn’t carry that tough outer persona most cops projected on the job, and which more often than not seeped through to their private lives until friends and family found it difficult to distinguish one from the other. But he’d been given access to her through the chief of police, so perhaps she felt it was in her best interests to impress him.


    Dan told her the little he knew: word on the street was the police had been taking bribes from the Saddle and Bridle, milking Yuri Malevski through various employees designated to put money in other hands for a dubious form of protection.


    “And you know this how?” she asked.


    “Through one of his employees.”


    “Name?”


    Dan hesitated.


    “If I’m going to trust you, then I’d like you to trust me.”


    She wasn’t hard-balling him, just stating her position. There was no aggression or intimidation in her voice.


    “I’m sorry. I promised my source anonymity.”


    She nodded. “Okay. Fair enough, but the more you tell me, the more I can help you. Let me be frank: I can’t prove that whatever you tell me is safe, but I want you to know my aim is to rid the police force of corruption inasmuch as that is possible in a force this large. I have no hidden agenda. The bars are part of it. There are drug deals, as well. Lots of messes to clean up. But I don’t screw around with confidential information or the lives and reputations of police officers. I’ve merely been assigned a task and I’m trying to carry it out as well as I can. We will all benefit from a cleaner police force. Do you have any questions?”


    Dan liked her so far. “Where do you get your zeal? What makes you suitable for this job?”


    Her gaze was unblinking. “My father. He was a good cop. One of the best. He taught me to be honourable in all things. He taught me that although there are unjust laws, there are a lot of good and meaningful laws on the books. You don’t break laws simply for your own convenience and especially not for personal gain. My father didn’t like graft and corruption. I don’t either.”


    Dan started to speak, but she cut him off.


    “And in case you think that’s a pretty speech, I’ll tell you that my father died in the line of duty. I don’t take his memory lightly.”


    “Okay, I believe you,” Dan said. “Forgive me if I don’t name names. I gave my word, and that means something to me. In fact, it means everything to me. I will ask for permission to spell things out to you personally, but give me credit that for now I simply cannot.”


    “Cool. Let me know when you can.”


    “For the moment, however, I can give you the name of one of your own: Trposki.” He caught a flicker of interest behind the self-assured gaze. How deep the interest went, or why, was impossible to guess with certainty.


    “What about him?”


    “I’m told he was one of the officers who might have received bribes from the Saddle and Bridle.”


    “And this comes from your source?”


    “Yes.”


    Her mood had darkened, but only slightly. He saw the outward signs, and was glad he hadn’t revealed everything. Obviously the name meant something to her. Dan recognized the look. He’d seen it in his clients, the ones with things to hide. They didn’t necessarily turn away when you asked the hard questions about why someone might have vanished: Did you ever hit her? Were you having an affair? These were the sort of questions that made most people blink, though a few had played poker long enough to know that an averted gaze was as good as an admission of guilt. But there were others, like Superintendent Johnston, whose aversion tactic was barely discernible. Dan thought of it as lips being out of synch with the words in a film. Something was mismatched. If asked to describe it, he would have said she seemed to be thinking one thing while saying another, the words going in one direction while the flickering traces of thought on her face went elsewhere. It was his own internal polygraph, but he’d never known it to be wrong. A lie was a lie, no matter the reason for telling it.


    “I’m curious,” she said at last. “What’s your interest in this case?”


    “My source is also my client. I think I can safely tell you that much. I’m looking for Malevski’s ex-boyfriend, Santiago Suárez.”


    She sat back. “Interesting.”


    “As far as I know, Santiago was responsible for passing the payback money along to the police officers who were taking bribes.”


    “I’m sure you won’t be surprised to hear we already know this?”


    “Is he a suspect? In the murder, I mean.”


    “As much as anyone who knew Yuri Malevksi is considered a suspect at present.”


    “What about the killing itself. How was it done?”


    “Nasty and swift. A long-handled knife was used. From what we can tell, he was attacked in his kitchen before being carried upstairs afterwards. There were a few residual bloodstains on the stairs. Everything else had been cleaned up. The front door was double-locked from inside and the back door alarmed. He was all dressed up when they found him. Almost as if he was going somewhere. In any case, he probably died in his bed.”


    “Sounds like someone went to a lot of trouble to hide the body.”


    “Seems like it. He was discovered pretty quickly, however, when he failed to show up at work and missed an accounting meeting he had planned.”


    Dan nodded. “Word is the ex-boyfriend left Yuri for a girlfriend. Do you know anything about that?”


    Johnston’s smile lit up her face. “That’s what we heard, too. I thought at first it might just be an alibi thing, but we found the girl and she confirms his story. A quick conversation with some of the neighbours told us he’d been coming and going for some time. So it seems as though it might have been real. At least back then. We put a watch on the apartment, but he never returned. Probably never will, is my guess. If it helps, I can give you her name and address.”


    “I’d appreciate that.”


    Inspector Johnston took out a notebook. “She’s in the Jane-Finch Corridor. If he’s hiding out, it would prove easier for an illegal alien to hide out there, far from the downtown core, rather than in other culturally diverse areas like St. James Town.”


    “True enough,” Dan concurred as he wrote down the particulars.


    “What else do you know about Officer Trposki?” she asked.


    The turnaround surprised him, but it shouldn’t have. She came across as pleasant, but she was still canny.


    “He’s gay.”


    She finished her coffee.


    “Okay, leave this with me. Do I have permission to call you at home?”


    Dan nodded. “Any time you like.”


    “Good. And I’d like you to feel free to contact me any time as well.” She stood and offered her hand. “Lydia, please.”


    “Dan.”


    Dan had a couple of hours to kill and an appetite to appease now that he’d overdosed on bad coffee. He headed back to the ghetto. The Village Rainbow Restaurant seemed the quickest option on the strip. He wasn’t above cheap food when his appetite was on autopilot. He went in and took a seat.


    The waiter’s immaculately cut hair was the only clue he cared about his appearance. The trousers pushed down around his hips seemed to say, I can’t be bothered to worry what you might think about my butt. He was arrogant with the scarcely considered beauty of youth — untouched, untutored, and altogether radiant.


    The burger was barely noteworthy, but Dan wolfed it down anyway. Fries were always in season. When the bill arrived, Dan pulled out his wallet. The blue-and-white-striped card fell onto the table. He picked it up and thumbed the edge before tucking it back inside.


    “Yeah, thanks,” the boy said coolly, when Dan tipped him for his meagre efforts.


    His look was sullen, as though he hated to be beholden for something as inconsequential as money.


    Afterwards, Dan stood on the sidewalk outside. Apart from meeting Hank, there’d been little mem-orable about his afternoon in the ghetto. It simply reinforced his belief that he didn’t belong there. He was a misfit among misfits. But the neighbourhood wasn’t the problem, he realized. Now he saw it simply for what it was: an underprivileged bit of turf that attracted a particular type of person. Why did the LGBT community need to stand out? Wasn’t that what his therapist had accused him of: trying too hard to show the world that he belonged? Maybe the boy who served him his burger felt the same: Take me or leave me, he seemed to say. I can’t be bothered to waste my time trying to impress you.


    Dan remembered walking down these same streets for the first time as an eighteen-year-old. The city had seemed immense to him, having just come from small-town northern Ontario after leaving behind a brutal upbringing where love was expressed with fists and curses by his alcoholic father. Back then he’d felt it was all he could do to survive, but somehow his future had been forming quietly in the background, taking shape while he walked the streets and grew more and more comfortable with the cityscape.


    Images passed through his mind, a parade without end. Now, more than twenty years on, the buildings no longer seemed so high, the city less crowded than in his memory. He’d scaled its heights, bringing it down to human proportions. Of course, raising a son had contributed to that. There was nothing like being responsible for another human being to make reality assert itself.


    He saw them up ahead, a trio of twisted sisters. They were a splash of local colour, a stage designer’s trompe l’oeil, like exhibitions in the Church and Wellesley display for curious tourists. “If you look to your right, ladies and gentlemen, you’ll see some of the favoured clichés of the LGBT community …”


    The first was male, at least in appearance: red hair, freckled shoulders, and muscular physique, though the walk and talk said otherwise. Why go to the trouble of pumping yourself up if the voice and personality didn’t match? Security, of course. You could beat up a wimp, but you’d think twice before tackling someone with a construction worker’s build. The second was also male, nothing much to write home about, though the third had Dan perplexed. Shoulder-length hair and wide hips, but with a broad back and a boy’s voice that cackled and whinnied and carried on. The message was as loud as it was clear: You may think we’re freaks, but don’t mess with us. We won’t be silent. The latter leaned over to the first and kissed him on the mouth.


    “Longer and wetter, sweetheart!” came the cackling command.


    Even when Dan passed them by, casting a sidelong glance to see if there were breasts — hardly any to speak of — he still couldn’t be sure. Then it dawned on him: the spiky hair and bushy eyebrows. This was Jan the transsexual. Normally, he looked for signs of aberration: an unusual scar or an overly obvious tattoo — something to tell him the thrust behind the personality, where a person came from and how they’d been formed. Clues that gave hints about the likeliest approach to finding someone should they disappear. But this was an overload of signs and signals in every sense of the word.


    Before Dan could make a move, Jan held up an arm and let out a whistle, stopping a passing cab. The unlikely trio climbed in, the cab whisking off even before the doors were shut properly.


    Dan watched it pass down the street and out of view.

  


  
    


    Ten


    Outskirts


    There was nothing particularly frightening about the Jane-Finch Corridor when seen from the perspective of someone driving past at fifty kilometres per hour with little or no intention of stopping. It was the stopping that got you in trouble. Conceived of as an “instant suburb” in the 1960s, Jane-Finch was the product of an altruistic We’re-All-Equal mentality bent on creating a socially diversified community, while giving little credence to the infrastructure necessary to making such a vision work. The concept of “equal but different” did not apply solely to unjust marriage laws, Dan knew, and it might cynically be said to have found a better fit here, fostering a population with one of the most culturally diverse criminal gangs and low-income, single-parent families, as well as the highest hospitalization rates for trauma in the entire city. Not your average success story. But still, it was home to some.


    That Santiago Suárez had considered marrying someone from the corridor said a lot about his desperation to acquire citizenship. Ostensibly, he was a man trapped between three hostile worlds: first, that of the Canadian legal system, where he would be viewed as a murder suspect as well as an unwelcome refugee claimant; second, of his past, where he was an escapee from a dictatorial country whose citizens were not allowed to travel; and third, as a homosexual in a macho Latino culture that derided the mariposa.


    Dan knew Canada’s record for deporting refugees back to regimes where their safety and their lives were at risk. Currently, Haiti, North Korea, Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Congo were on that list of no-go zones, though every year dozens were returned to those very countries. While Eastern Europeans might claim financial deprivation as a legitimate reason for not wanting to be sent home, others like Santiago faced imprisonment, physical danger, and possibly death if they were extradited. Dan knew to tread lightly as he approached Santiago’s girlfriend’s door.


    Judging by the building’s exterior, she wasn’t living a life of luxury. If Santiago had been well kept by Yuri, he hadn’t upgraded by turning to Jane-Finch. Dan glanced up at the brown high-rise with its paint-flecked balconies. Bullet holes pocked a NO PARKING sign to his left. While it might have been the dream of many immigrants to live in a building towering high above the world, some of them had probably hoped to share it with better neighbours.


    The door opened on a very plain young woman who stared at him through stringy bangs with sullen regard.


    “Are you Rita St. Angelo?”


    “Why?”


    “I’m looking for Santiago Suárez.”


    “He’s not here.”


    She started to shut the door, but Dan held his hand against it. She didn’t put up much resistance. “Bored” was how he read it. His appearance on her doorstep might at least offer a distraction.


    “I’m not with the police,” he hastened to add. “I’m a private investigator. Do you mind if I just ask a few questions about him?”


    “You can’t come in,” she said, though Dan wondered how much resistance she would give on that, too, if he pressed her.


    “I promise I won’t take up much of your time.”


    “I have to go to work.”


    Her hair was a snarly mess and she was dressed in a housecoat and slippers. A TV blared in the background. Dan doubted work was her priority. She had “fag hag” written all over her, but in a language he couldn’t read. Her skin was oily and she could have done with a manicure. He doubted she would be much of a sexual draw for someone like Santiago, even if he were straight. She practically had “free citizenship” stamped on her forehead.


    “Do you love him?” he asked.


    Her eyes flickered. He’d caught her attention.


    “Yes. And he loves me.”


    “Then maybe I can help you.”


    Her hand stopped pressuring the door. She waited for him to continue.


    “I know you told the police he vanished. Do you know where he’s gone?”


    She shook her head, eyes misting over. Dan believed her.


    “If he loves you, he should be here. Why isn’t he here with you?”


    “He’s afraid they’ll take him away. He didn’t do anything wrong, but they’ll try to blame him. The police, I mean.”


    And the immigration authorities, Dan thought, mentally adding to the count.


    “For the murder?”


    “Someone killed his boss. But it wasn’t him.” She seemed resigned to talking to him now. “He was here the entire week that guy was killed. He never went out. I told the police that, too.”


    Standing by her man, Dan thought. “Even while you were at work?”


    “I wasn’t working that week.”


    “So he never left the building?”


    “Just to get milk and cigarettes at the corner store.”


    “Did Santiago tell you that he and his boss lived together?”


    She flicked a fluff ball from her arm.


    “He said he was just a friend who needed help to pay the rent, so Santiago moved in with him for a while. But that man was crazy and jealous as they come. He was delusional!”


    Watches too many talk shows, Dan concluded, thinking of all the misguided people conned into putting their personal problems on daytime television, believing it would help.


    “What happened? Can you tell me?” he prompted, feeling like a talk-show host coaxing his guests into revealing the details of their lurid lives.


    “He threatened Santiago. Said he would make sure he couldn’t come back here. He even phoned me on my own phone!” Her expression said she was impressed by this revelation and expected Dan to be too. Her eyes narrowed. “He said if I knew what was good for me, I’d leave him alone.”


    “How do you know it was his boss?”


    “I know the type,” she said, her eyes flashing with a woman-in-love defiance. “But Santiago said never mind, when we got married we would move to a nice house somewhere.”


    Paid for with what? Dan wondered.


    “Where did you meet him?”


    Her smile flickered back to life. “In a Cuban bar. The Little Havana. Afterwards, we went salsa dancing at El Convento Rico. He was the handsomest man there. He always is.”


    Dan knew El Convento Rico, a Latin bar where straight closet cases could grind up against the gay men and drag queens on the edge of the dance floor without causing a riot.


    “How long have you known him?”


    “Four months.”


    Dan calculated back: that was around the time Santiago and Yuri were supposed to have had their big break-up.


    “Isn’t that a little quick for a marriage?”


    “Not when two people are in love like we are.”


    “Did you ever think that maybe he wanted to marry you for citizenship?”


    Her face turned pouty. “He wouldn’t do that.”


    “You’d be surprised what people do,” Dan said.


    She was undeterred. “I approached him, if you want to know. I offered to marry him to help him stay here. He never asked me for anything.”


    A nice-looking Latino illegal flirts up a storm in a bar and gets offered marriage and citizenship. Not bad for an evening out, Dan thought.


    “Is that what you told the police?”


    “It’s the truth.”


    Dan pulled a card from his wallet and handed it to her with a fifty-dollar bill.


    “Give this card to Santiago when you see him.” He thought of editing when to if, but stopped himself. “The fifty is for you. I’m not with Immigration. I just want to ask him about payments he made so the police would leave his boss’s bar alone. If he can help me pin that on anyone in particular, it might help with his case.”


    The door stayed open after he turned away. He could practically feel her eyes on him as he headed down the stairs. Someone had threatened her to keep away from Santiago. Dan doubted that was Yuri Malevski’s style. In any case, Santiago would not likely be coming around here for a while, unless he ran out of money and got desperate. Dan hoped he’d put enough doubts into Rita that she would call if the Cuban returned.

  


  
    


    Eleven


    My Life So Far


    Heading south from the corridor, Dan made his way down to Parkdale and pulled up outside the Lockie residence. The place looked as unwelcoming as it had on first sight. He traced the roof with his eyes, reconstructing the sloping wall in Malevski’s bedroom and following it along the eaves. Several antennae and a satellite dish sat cock-eyed above. Power lines joined in like snaking trellises, the gridlocked residue of the previous century’s technological onslaught. One of those wires connected with the security system. How had it failed so spectacularly, letting a killer trespass with the intention of silencing its sole inhabitant? Yuri had changed the code a week before his death. Had he felt threatened? Was it to keep Santiago out or someone else? In any case, it hadn’t worked. Someone who knew the code had got inside, unless there was another way in that bypassed the alarm system altogether. If so, it wouldn’t be known by just anyone, only an intimate who was aware of hidden entrances.


    Dan let himself into the yard and approached the house with a view to breaking in. There were three ground-floor entrances. The master bedroom had a small balcony, but surely that too would have been wired by the alarm system. If not, it was still a long way up and an unlikely bet for anyone trying to get inside unnoticed. Dan scoured the ground beneath. The garden looked undisturbed, the shrubs showing no sign of broken branches or damaged stems, so unlikely in that regard as well.


    He followed the perimeter, making a thorough circuit of the whole house. Each of the doors — front, back, and side — was clearly linked to the security system. Any attempt to breach the locks or bypass the code would set off an alarm, bringing whatever response was set up to stop an intruder. He kept his eyes peeled for an alternate route: a basement window or coal-delivery chute from days past. There was nothing.


    His attention kept coming back to the greenhouse. Once inside, you could get to any or all of the floors, the only problem being that you would still have to break a window, which again would be connected to the security system. Regardless, there were no broken panes. Could someone have removed the glass and entered the house, then replaced the window once he or she were back outside? It seemed a trifle elaborate, but no doubt it could be done with a little effort, in which case there would be signs it had been replaced. Dan ran his finger along the paint-sealed frames. Everything was intact and the silicone caulking undisturbed. Where did that leave things?


    He glanced back up. Something about the roofline seemed out of place. A small porthole showed near Yuri’s bedroom, a little lower down. Dan tried to reconstruct the hallway in his mind, but couldn’t recall seeing it from inside.


    Dan stepped back and turned around, nearly walking right into the figure standing behind him.


    “Whoa!” he cried, jumping aside. “What the —?”


    For a second, it didn’t register. Then he recognized the snub-nosed neighbour he’d seen watching him over the fence on his first visit. The man stood there, unmoving, dressed in a plaid jacket and dark jeans. He was creepy and ominous.


    “You’re back,” the man said.


    “Yes, I’m back. Why are you sneaking up on me?” Dan demanded.


    “I thought you could be someone trying to break in,” the man said. “Who are you again?”


    “Property maintenance,” Dan told him. “I’ve been hired by the estate.”


    “You looked like you were trying to break in.”


    Not an inaccurate description of what he’d been doing, Dan thought, except he wouldn’t have been so obvious about it if he were.


    “Well, I’m not trying to break in. I’m trying to see if anyone has tampered with the security system.”


    The man nodded. “Uh-huh. So you got the code and everything?”


    “Yes, I have the code.” Dan looked him up and down. He was just as grubby and rumpled-looking as the first time he’d seen him. If he met this man on the street, he might have thought him homeless. “So you keep your eye on the place. Ever see anyone coming and going?”


    The man grinned. “Not since the murder. Until then, all the time. Oh, yeah.”


    “Well, Mr. —?”


    “They call me the P-Man. Short for Pig, if you wanna know.”


    He gave a hyena-like snort.


    “Well, P-Man. I’m glad to know someone is keeping an eye out.” Dan pulled out a notepad and wrote his name and number on it. “If you see anybody hanging around trying to get in, please give me a call.”


    The P-Man looked over the note. “All right, Dan.”


    Dan left him standing there and went to the front door. He tapped in the code, watched the light turn green, and then went up to the third floor. It struck him instantly that Yuri’s bedroom door was closed, though Dan had left it open. Had someone been inside since his last visit? It was an old house, so it could have been a tilt that slowly closed it on its own. Dan had lived in enough wonky places to know that was a possibility. He opened it and flicked on the light. Nothing seemed to have changed. He took a photo to check against his previous shots.


    A bevelled lead window threw coloured light rays at the end of the hallway, but that wasn’t what Dan had noticed from outside. Red roses dominated the pattern, intertwined here and there by green stems replete with thorns. Even in artistic expression, the impulse to preserve life’s menacing aspects remained. If it had been a landscape with a cloudy horizon, no doubt one of them would be a thunderhead, grey and heavy with the threat of rain. Was it human nature to imagine perfection and leave the worm in the bud?


    The walls were finished with raised wainscoting, all very old and pricey to reproduce. The lacquer had cracked and wrinkled, yellowing with age. Anyone wanting to gut this house would walk away with a fortune in reusable material in top shape. The salvage business would always be booming so long as the past was in vogue.


    Dan’s eyes followed the panelling along the corridor and stopped where he presumed the missing window would be. Right there. It was easy to spot once you knew what you were looking for. A single panel of wood that appeared less worn than its fellows. His knock resounded on the framework. He pressed and felt a slight give right before it sprang open.


    Inside, the space was small and cozy. Light filtered through the window and splashed over an unfinished floor. It was little more than a cubbyhole, but one that had been afforded the luxury of a small porthole. The attic beams were drywalled over. It would probably retain heat in winter, at least enough for sleeping. The ceiling wasn’t quite high enough for standing, but sitting wasn’t a problem.


    A narrow futon lay across the floor with a single pillow, a sheet, and hand-knitted throw draped over it. A small lamp sat on the floor beside a baggie of cannabis — what was referred to as a private stash. Hardly a drug dealer’s den. Dan recalled the mysterious odour he’d smelled on his first visit. Someone stayed here, no doubt about it.


    A child’s school report, pale blue, lay under the window. What he’d called a “scribbler” in grade school. Dan flipped it open to the title page: My Life So Far by Ziggy. Lionel had been right. Dan wondered if the police had discovered the room, but he doubted it. Otherwise, the notebook would have been seized along with Ziggy and his magic bag of tricks.


    Dan quickly scanned the pages. It was filled with daily happenings, ranging from April of the previous year right up until a few days ago. It began with an account of how Ziggy came to take up lodgings in the Lockie House, describing his introduction to Yuri at the Saddle and Bridle, and how thrilled he was when Yuri offered him a place to stay. There was no mention of sexual favours or payment in return.


    Further along, he wrote about going to clubs and trying to fit in, or how he wanted to be a journalist. Subsequent entries dealt with day-to-day minutiae of the house: Yuri received another shipment of orchids today. They’re worth $10,000 each! Santiago fusses over them like he owns them.


    Then Dan turned a page and saw a name he recognized: Small party here tonight. I made it in the bathroom with a lawyer named Charles while his husband was downstairs. He said I looked like Santiago’s younger brother. Amazing how everyone’s in love with Santiago!


    So much for the perfect couple routine, Dan thought. He wondered if Lionel was fooled or simply turned a blind eye to his husband’s doings.


    Another entry stated: Day 30 of being clean! I am finally through with drugs. I told Yuri and he congratulated me. That was the condition he let me stay here: that I keep off the hard stuff.


    Clean. Dan could relate. At twelve, it hadn’t been hard to get alcohol. There’d been plenty around the house and his father never missed it when Dan helped himself. He’d liked the light-headedness that came with a few gulps, the buzz that followed after a few more. He’d gone to school drunk a half-dozen times before he passed out in the locker room and his secret was discovered. Counselling followed, but he insisted it was just a lark, something he did for kicks.


    By the time he reached his thirties, it was a habit that followed him and dogged his footsteps like a shadow. His willpower was strong enough that he could control his drinking and function reasonably well at the best of times, but there were other times that weren’t so good. His son had seen it. So had Donny. Together, they helped him walk away from it, like stepping backwards from a car crash one footprint at a time.


    Ziggy probably didn’t have a family to shame him into sobriety, but it sounded like he’d had a friend in Yuri Malevski. He found other entries detailing parties, conversations with Yuri, and even small, essay-like pieces on Ziggy’s hopes for the future. Then: I fucked up! I used and Yuri found out. Not sure what he’s going to do. He said I had to leave until I get clean again.


    The pages that followed were blank. Dan skipped ahead, around the time Yuri was killed: Finally back in! Stayed with friends while I got clean. I’m through with that shit. Fucking H! It makes me a crazy person. It’s like I don’t even know who I am or what I’m doing when I’m on it. Yuri doesn’t know I’m back yet. Don’t know what he’s going to do when he finds out.


    Four days passed before he wrote again. Yuri’s dead. Fuck! I had to wait till the cops stopped coming around. That was a crazy few days. Not sure where I’ll go next. I don’t think they found my room.


    He wrote a short passage about death and what it meant. Then a single line at the bottom of the page: If there is no morality, is killing wrong?


    Dan took shots of the recent entries and replaced the book exactly as he’d found it. He had Ziggy’s diary, but where was Ziggy? And what happened during those blank four days? He withdrew from the space, closing the panel behind him.

  


  
    


    Twelve


    The Keening Edge


    Dan looked around from the embrace of a rocking chair, taking stock of the home he and Ked occupied. It wasn’t big, but it was cozy and comfortable. Even the backyard, glimpsed through the kitchen window, was an extension of their living space, at least in the temperate months. Compared to others, their lives were the envy of much of the world. They could eat and drink without fear of contagion, travel where they wanted, love and marry whom they chose, educate themselves, take up professions, aspire to public life without fear of assassination, spend or save as much as they could manage, and fall asleep without fear. What must their existence seem like to those outside the tiny bubble in which they lived? An impossible dream? It was difficult even to comprehend such good fortune while standing at the centre of the charmed circle.


    Ralph nuzzled his fingers, hinting that a treat would be appreciated, or even a walk should he feel so inclined. Dan and Ralph had long since made peace from their days of mutual antagonism. Dan suspected a good deal of Ralph’s newfound submissiveness had come with age rather than any testosterone reduction resulting from his neutering, which seemed to have little if anything to do with his outward behaviour and passive-aggression toward Dan in particular. Now when there was an accident in the house, Dan knew it was a senior moment on Ralph’s part rather than any youthful rebellion.


    Dan had several hours to kill before nightfall. They took a long, leisurely walk, with Ralph stopping to sniff at every opportunity and Dan taking time to reflect on the tranquility of his neighbourhood, still amazed by its growth spurt over the past decade. When he first moved there, Leslieville was in a deplorable state of physical and aesthetic decline. He’d been the first on his block to landscape. The following year, a few tepid attempts by the neighbours showed initiative to at least try to match his. Rotting roofs were replaced, paint splashed on walls. The skinheads at the end of the block moved out and a lesbian couple moved in. But it was a beginning. Now there were trendy cafés, film studios, and even — sign of the times — gelato shops.


    After unleashing Ralph, Dan went up to his office and dug out the file on Domingo’s son. His last correspondence on the subject had been more than four years earlier, when he sent out circulars with Lonnie’s photograph. All his queries were returned with nil responses.


    Dan reread the file, but nothing came to him. Without a fresh lead, there was simply nothing new to try. He’d have to ask the old questions again, hoping things might have changed on the other end. The Quebec area code was still the best bet.


    He sent of a couple of emails and set the pages aside. His mind turned to Santiago Suárez and his recent interview with his girlfriend, if indeed she was his girlfriend.


    He called Lionel, giving a rundown of his conversation with Rita St. Angelo.


    “So she did exist,” he said.


    “Didn’t you believe in her?”


    Lionel laughed. “I thought it was just one of those rumours. I’m pretty sure he’s gay. I guess you can fake anything if you try hard enough.”


    “She claimed he was with her the entire week Yuri Malevski was murdered. I don’t know if I believe her, but at least he has an alibi.”


    Dan described his discovery of Ziggy’s hideaway behind the panelling, but made no mention of the diary or the entry detailing Ziggy’s tryst with Charles.


    Lionel was silent for a moment, and then said, “I guess it’s all right to let him stay for now, seeing how he’s been there all along. I’m legally in charge of the house until it’s sold, but I doubt there’s any point in making him leave.”


    “I don’t have any advice to give you on that count,” Dan said.


    He hesitated on the next point, Lydia Johnston’s request to be told the names of Dan’s clients. Lionel surprised him by being forthright on that one.


    “I spoke with Charles about it and we both agree it’s all right for you to use my name in your conversations with the police investigation, so long as they can guarantee confidentiality. We don’t want them to feel we’re being uncooperative or subversive in any way.”


    “Good, that’ll be helpful,” Dan said. “Are you okay with being contacted by them directly, if they request it?”


    “As long as you’re confident it’s the right thing, then I have no problems with it.”


    “Thanks, Lionel. I appreciate your trust.”


    The conversation concluded. Dan was left sitting in the vacuum of his home, contemplating a similar feeling he’d had in Yuri Malevski’s empty mansion.


    Afterwards, he called Lydia Johnston and told her his client had reconsidered his request for anonymity.


    “The chief was right,” she told him. “He said your client would turn out to be the accountant. My money was on the bar manager.”


    “I won’t take any bookie tips from you then,” Dan said.


    “Gambling’s not my thing. I only go for sure bets anyway.”


    He updated her on Santiago’s girlfriend.


    “So you think it likely there wasn’t much in the nature of true romance there?” she asked.


    “I’d call that a sure bet,” Dan said.


    Downstairs again, Dan heard Ked breeze in and out, stopping long enough to turn down Dan’s offer to make supper. He was on his way to meet his girlfriend, Elizabeth, who had more or less become a permanent fixture in his life. Dan was glad he approved of her; he’d hate for a woman to come between him and his only offspring. He’d heard enough of the sort of tales that divided families to ever let that happen to his.


    Ked stood at the door looking guilty. “I’m sorry I won’t be here for supper.”


    Dan almost laughed. “Go. Enjoy yourself. My greetings to Elizabeth.”


    Ked lit up with a smile. “Okay. I won’t be late.”


    Alone again, Dan turned to the kitchen. Cooking for one was high on his list of dreary tasks to avoid. Just one notch above that was eating alone in restaurants. While he wasn’t a fan of cooking for its own sake, he had over the years become a decent hash-slinger with some culinary coaching from the ever-capable Donny. If need be, he could spend a half hour in the kitchen and retreat with a fairly respectable meal for his efforts.


    He opened the cupboard, picked out an unopened jar of pesto and a bag of pasta. A plateful of greens scooped from a plastic container did not dampen his enthusiasm for salads, fortunately, as this was the easiest way to balance his diet without a great deal of washing and chopping. In his estimation, food should be fun and not a chore.


    While waiting for the water to boil, Dan went to the living room and drew out the final volume of Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, which he was diligently making his way through for the second time. Proust’s love life hadn’t been all that successful, Dan knew. Mostly, it had been obsessive and unrequited. As a consolation, he reinvented and endlessly replayed it out in the pages of his massive epic. If he’d lived in the age of television, he probably wouldn’t have written nearly as much.


    Dan drained the pasta and poured pesto over it. He ate quickly and without relish, then washed the dishes and put them away. Duty done.


    He stopped for a moment and glanced at the cupboard over the fridge. Once it had contained his stash of liquor bottles. Now it held cleaning products. After he resolved to stop drinking, he hadn’t tormented himself by keeping alcohol within reach. While he considered it a battle largely won, he thought it wise not to stock up on temptation.


    Whenever he felt the twinges of loneliness, as he did on days like this, it would have been simple to console himself with a drink that could easily turn into a second and a third. Back then, it seldom stopped with one. That was the problem. Not the passing through, as with Jane and Finch, but the stopping and staying.


    He picked up his book and read till the light dimmed outside the window. Just as the words on the pages were becoming incomprehensible, he reached overhead and clicked on the reading lamp. Despite his obsessions, Proust was a good companion, equally lost as Dan when it came to love. Dan was pretty sure he’d known the same loneliness, the melancholy of azure skies at twilight. But Proust was dead; Dan was still alive and living his solitariness every day. Maybe Ked was afraid of more than abandoning his father. When it came to alcohol, leaving Dan on his own was not a good option.


    Ralph had retired to his bed in the kitchen. He lifted his head and sniffed when Dan came in again, resting his chin on the side of his basket. Dan poured himself a glass of cranberry juice, plunked in several ice cubes till it threatened to overflow, then lifted the drink to Ralph. It looked like a cocktail, but it would taste very different.


    “Here’s to independence, Ralphie.”


    Ralph sniffed at the air, decided it was nothing he was interested in then let his chin sink back onto the pillow. Dogs were fine companions, Dan thought. And usually they were easier to get along with than humans; they just didn’t have a lot to say. Still, there was his date with Hank to look forward to Friday night.


    He eyed his glass of cranberry juice. At least he knew he wouldn’t be waking up sprawled on the sofa, an empty bottle of rye on the floor beside him in the morning. Sometimes not giving in was as good as it got.

  


  
    


    Thirteen


    Let’s Dance


    It was a nice evening, the spring air slightly cool on his skin as Dan arrived at Hank’s condo. He felt a slight trepidation when he realized he couldn’t recall his last date, but the feeling vanished as Hank greeted him with a chaste kiss, dressed in nothing but a towel. Before anything could start, Hank whisked himself off to the bedroom, returning coiffed and neatly dressed in chinos and a crisp navy T-shirt. This time he gave Dan a longer, more intimate kiss.


    Dan breathed in Hank’s subtle scent, relishing the minty taste of mouthwash on his lips. Hank pulled back and abruptly left the room again.


    “I can’t forget I’m your host as well as your chef,” he called over his shoulder. “Besides — we need to get through the main course before we try the dessert.”


    Enticing aromas wafted in from the kitchen. Dan followed and leaned up against the counter. Hank uncorked a bottle of wine, splashed the contents into two glasses, then handed one to Dan.


    “To passion,” he said with a wink.


    Dan smiled. “To passion and its possibilities.”


    “I’m making Peruvian chicken with fennel ragout.” Hank grimaced. “I didn’t ask. Do you object to eating animals?”


    “Only if they’re still alive when I eat them.”


    “Not a vegetarian then. Good! I hate pandering to other people’s weirdnesses. I’m a complete carnivore myself, but I like to experiment. And not just with food, by the way.” He leaned in and kissed Dan again, pulling back with an intoxicated expression. “I’m tempted to forgo dinner and drag you off to the bedroom right now, but I put a lot of effort into this meal.”


    “Then let’s not waste it,” Dan said. “Besides, I came hungry.”


    “I promise you will go away fulfilled.” Hank downed his glass and poured a refill. “I did a little asking around about your problem. Although my bosses were not entirely forthcoming, they told me a few things. They tried to laugh it off and make it sound negligible, but I gather they get squeezed regularly. Nothing too outrageous. After all, you don’t want to squeeze the bar owners out of business. You just want to get them into the habit of coughing up when they can.”


    “Do you know if anybody ever gets threatened if they don’t make the payments?”


    “I think it’s been suggested that it wouldn’t be wise to turn down a request. On the other hand, I don’t think anybody was worried about being killed. Just being shut down for a few days.”


    “That was my first thought,” Dan said. “As you noted the other day, it’s a win-win situation if everybody plays nice. So why upset the apple cart?”


    Hank shook his head. “Ego, maybe. Nobody wants to be told what to do. From what I heard, Yuri could be headstrong. If he decided he didn’t want to play the game then maybe he just opted out and thought to hell with it. He was probably prepared to have his place raided and would have had a good doorman for the weekend crowds — there’s always a million guys waiting to get in and have fun on a weekend. But I doubt he would have expected to be murdered because of it.”


    “I agree,” Dan said. “It doesn’t make sense for them to kill him. Why risk a murder investigation?”


    Hank shrugged and drained his glass again. He held up the bottle. Dan shook his head. Alcohol, he knew, was like sex. The first kiss was magic, the second sloppy, and then it was all pretty much down to business after that.


    Hank smiled indulgently. “Chef’s prerogative. I cook better when I’m drunk. We need to speed you up a bit. Otherwise I’m going to be too far ahead of you.”


    “It’s not a race,” Dan said. “You take things at your pace and I’ll go at mine.”


    “Ah, you really aren’t a drinker! I was right. We need to loosen you up.”


    Dan had no intention of telling this attractive man that he was a former drinker who had faced the abyss only recently. First impressions were better edited with time. In the past two years, it had become a badge of honour to imbibe without overdoing it. He could have a single drink and stop. In good company he allowed himself two, with a long wait between the first and second. Seldom had he advanced to a third. A fourth was out of the question.


    Dinner went well. The ragout was followed by a salad of butter lettuce topped with roasted walnuts, shaved parmesan, and a citrus dressing. Dan was on his second glass of wine, sipping slowly, when dessert arrived straight from the oven: a flourless chocolate-bourbon cake. Hank had gone all out to impress him.


    “Ready for the next course?” Hank asked when they finished the meal.


    “Your move,” Dan said, setting his glass down.


    In the bedroom, they shed their clothes without awkwardness. Hank’s touch was surprisingly gentle and expertly tuned to his pleasure. As his toast had promised, he wasn’t a man who kept his passions on a leash. Lips met lips as erections probed each other’s thighs. As it turned out, Hank was well-endowed.


    They were just beginning to get into it when Dan’s phone rang. He grabbed it and saw Lydia Johnston’s number.


    “Sorry, I should answer this.”


    He heard Lydia’s soothing voice asking for him. When he identified himself, she said, “Thought you’d like to know we’ve had a Santiago Suárez sighting.”


    Just then, Hank’s lips met the head of Dan’s penis.


    “Oh!”


    “Yes, I knew you’d be excited,” Lydia went on as Dan tried to control himself.


    “That’s, um … great news. Was he in touch with the girlfriend?”


    A pair of hands cupped his balls and gave them a good yank. Dan let out a little sigh.


    “What?” Lydia asked.


    “Sorry, just catching my breath. I’ve been jogging.”


    “Hey, good to hear. I’m a jogger, too.”


    He hoped she wasn’t about to launch into a casual conversation about their mutual fitness interests. Dan looked down to see Hank grinning up at him, working his shaft with one hand. Dan shook his head, but didn’t push Hank away.


    “So. The sighting?” he managed.


    “It was pure coincidence. One of my officers went by Rita’s place to do a follow-up and saw Santiago coming down the stairs as he arrived. Although the man denied being Santiago, my officer swears it was him.”


    Hank’s actions were having a telling effect. Dan could barely keep his mind on the conversation. He tried to control his breathing.


    “So he’s sure it was him?”


    “As sure as he could be from having seen him only in a photograph.”


    Dan bit his lip to keep from gasping.


    “So he didn’t actually get much chance to talk to him?”


    “No, unfortunately.”


    “Mm,” Dan murmured as Hank’s tongue hit a hot spot.


    “I know, it’s a drag,” Lydia said. “By the time he got back to his car the guy was gone.”


    Dan exhaled. “Did he talk to the girlfriend?”


    “Yes, she answered when he knocked. He said she still had a fresh smile on her face. She was wearing a very flimsy nightgown. She probably thought it was the boyfriend coming back.”


    “So they … they were enjoying a moment of pleasure together?”


    “No doubt Santiago wanted to make sure he still had a place to stay if he needed it.”


    “You think?”


    Dan felt the pleasure building. He tried hard not to groan. Hank was expert at what he was doing.


    “It seems likely. We know he isn’t staying there full time or we would have caught him by now. I wonder if your little visit the other day triggered something. All that poking around you’ve been doing. Anyway, that’s my theory.”


    “Right!” Dan exclaimed, a little too loudly.


    “Are you okay?” Lydia asked.


    “Very,” Dan said. “And I agree totally.”


    “Good.”


    Hank stepped up the pressure with both tongue and hand. Dan felt himself getting close. “I …”


    “Sorry? What?”


    “I better let … let you go.”


    “Okay,” she said. “I’ll keep you informed.”


    “Yes,” Dan said. “Thanks very much. Thanks …”


    “Talk to you when you’re a little less busy.”


    The cell clicked off.


    “Oh, gawd!” Dan’s body bucked as he dropped the phone on the bed and lay very still. Hank’s face hovered above him. “You are very, very wicked,” he managed.


    “Said the bishop to the altar boy,” Hank chimed in. “Ba-dump!”


    They showered together. Hank stood back, apprising Dan’s body as they towelled off. “Very, very nice!”


    “Thanks,” Dan said. “You, too.”


    “It’s been a fun evening. Would you like to continue at the bar? I could do with a little dancing!”


    “I’m not much of a dancer,” Dan said apologetically.


    “I can teach you. You know what they say: dancing is an art.”


    “I don’t mind coming with you, but can’t I just appreciate it from a distance?”


    Hank grinned. “I want to see you live a little. You need to learn to relax, Danny boy.”


    Dan considered. “All right. But not too late.”


    “Of course not. We need to get you back home before the Great Pumpkin comes calling for you.”


    Zipperz specialized in music from his youth, as Dan discovered. He hadn’t been on a dance floor in years, but slowly he let go and began to enjoy himself. Hank bought him a beer. It was his third drink of the evening and Dan was dead set on making it his last. It was all a matter of self-control.


    Not only had Dan not danced in public for a decade, it was probably the first time he’d danced with an alcoholic beverage in hand since his twenties, around the time he met Donny. He stopped to consider: it actually felt good. Hank was right — he needed to unwind and relax. Otherwise he would petrify, becoming a fossil before his time.


    The lights rippled as the music enveloped him, reminding him of how much fun he used to have before the responsibilities and worries and everything else that dragged you down with time. For just tonight, he wasn’t that person anymore. He was free to be who he wanted.


    Hank walked off the floor and returned with two more bottles. Dan shook his head, but Hank pouted. How many years since he’d had such meaningless fun? Dan wondered. He was flying now, his feet lifting with the beat pulsing around him. Everywhere he looked, people were having fun. Healthy, normal people were enjoying a night out with a little beer and companionship to tide them over. He could manage it, he thought. It wasn’t asking too much. And it was better than staying alone at home. He nodded and grabbed the beer.


    Hank gave him a contented smile. The student was coming along nicely.


    “But this is absolutely the last drink tonight,” Dan shouted in his ear.


    “Absolutely! You’re fantastic, buddy!”


    Hank gave him a thumbs-up and Dan drifted off to the centre of the dance floor. He could have done a back-flip out of sheer physical enjoyment. The man next to him glowed. Dan looked around in amazement at all those smiling, happy people pressed into one small space. He felt euphoric and wanted to hug them all. He turned to look for Hank and saw him shimmying with another man across the room. Others were coming on to the floor now. How could he have forgotten there was so much joy in dancing?


    It was during the next song that he felt his pulse racing. It accelerated so quickly he wondered if he was having a heart attack, but then it slowed again. He stepped off the floor, feeling flushed. He waved to Hank to say he was going to take a break. Hank smiled at him and kept dancing.


    Dan staggered to the bathroom, reaching out to the walls to steady himself. At the urinal, he released a dark stream of piss and watched in fascination as it discoloured the ice before flushing away. He felt better, but only momentarily. The heat and the pressure in his head were building again. He lurched into a cubicle and bent low over the toilet, forcing himself to his knees as he gripped the rim. The sudden stream of alcohol mixed with the remains of Peruvian fennel ragout were disgusting, though he felt immediately better.


    Once he could stand again, he carefully exited the stall. Hank stood just inside the entrance, watching him with concern. Dan propped himself against the wall, taking deep breaths to quell the fire inside. A security guard looked him over: if this guy was going to give him trouble, he’d be one hell of a dude to mess with.


    Hank put an arm around Dan’s shoulder.


    “I think we’d better take you home, cowboy,” he said softly in Dan’s ear.


    Music pounded in the background. For a second, Dan thought he was going to be sick again. Wimp! he thought. Not drinking for a couple years had rendered him a complete washout. The irony!


    He let Hank lead him from the club then stumbled into a cab when Hank opened the door, all the while apologizing for the scene he was making. He tried to talk, but he wasn’t making sense. If he didn’t lie down, he felt he would collapse. Finally, he gave in and sprawled across Hank’s lap.


    “Sorry, sorry …”


    “No worries, big guy,” Hank said soothingly.


    The cab took them to Hank’s condo. The driver scowled even as he took the twenty Hank proffered through the window. Whether he disliked drunks or faggots, they were both and his distaste was clear. The cab swerved off again.


    Dan was a contestant on a game show. Someone asked him to guess the identity of the people who loved him, but one after another the doors slid open on empty space. He felt a sense of despair as he approached the final door. At last, it opened with a flourish. There was his son, with Donny and Kendra. Relief flooded over him. Better late than never.


    Pain split his head like an axe stroke. He sat up and looked around, but he wasn’t in his room. The events of the evening started to come back, shadowy and vague. He was back at Hank’s condo after being out at a dance club. A used condom lay on the floor beside his castoff underwear. That meant they’d had sex upon returning, though Dan couldn’t recall taking part in the event. This was like so many wasted nights of his youth.


    Hank was asleep on the far side of the bed. Dan dressed hurriedly and let himself out of the condo, embarrassed as hell by his conduct the previous night.


    So much for self-control.


    The house was dark when Dan arrived home. Ralph gave him a questioning glance, but let him pass. No use rubbing it in, his look seemed to say, though it stopped short of outright commiseration. Dan went directly to bed and slept until afternoon.


    When he got up, his urine was nearly black. Something clicked as he stood over the toilet, propping himself with one hand against the wall. He wasn’t drunk. His first thought was food-poisoning. Then the other shoe dropped.


    He stumbled to the kitchen. There were three messages from Hank asking how he was and did he need any help. Each one sounded a little more panicked. Dan picked up his cell. Hank answered on the first ring.


    “How are you, buddy?” Hank asked on hearing Dan’s voice. “I was very worried about —”


    “I’m all right now,” Dan said, cutting him off. “I wasn’t last night. Care to tell me what happened in the hours between leaving your place and returning home again?”


    There was a pause. The line hummed between them. Dan waited.


    “I didn’t know you’d be so susceptible,” Hank said with a nervous laugh.


    “To what?”


    “MDMA.”


    “You gave me MDMA?”


    “Just one,” Hank said. “I slipped it into your beer at Zipperz. I’m sorry.”


    Dan was momentarily stunned. He’d heard of the dangers of mixing alcohol and Ecstasy. It was little short of date rape.


    “What the fuck? What were you thinking?”


    “I’m sorry, Dan. I just thought it would be fun, a little something to help you relax.”


    “That is the stupidest fucking thing anyone has ever done to me.”


    “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”


    “No, you won’t, you fucking idiot,” Dan raged. “Because you won’t see me again.”


    “Wait, I’m sorry —”


    Dan slammed down the phone, then stumbled back to the bathroom for a painkiller.

  


  
    


    Fourteen


    Run Wild, Run Free


    His resurrection was a little slow in arriving. Dan looked like hell in the mirror, but his body was beginning to feel normal again. Whatever normal was. He ate a bowl of yoghurt, drank some coffee, and felt considerably relieved. He was just thinking over what his day might hold, in a productive sense, when the phone rang.


    The voice on the other end sounded panicked, something about an unexpected phone call. It took Dan a moment to recognize it as Lionel’s. He pictured the accountant’s attractive features and tried to match them with this frenzied-sounding person.


    “Slow down, slow down,” Dan told him. “Who called you?”


    “I … I think it might have been that cop we talked about. The one who showed up at Yuri’s place a couple of times.”


    Lionel’s breath was coming in short, excited bursts.


    “Trposki?”


    “Yes. I think so. Maybe. I only vaguely remember how he sounded.”


    “Did the caller identify himself as a cop?”


    There was a short pause. “No. He didn’t. I just jumped to the conclusion because of what he said about how I should butt out of the investigation. I assumed he was a cop.”


    “It’s a logical assumption,” Dan assured him. “Tell me what he said.”


    “He said I should forget anything I knew about the payments for bar protection.”


    “Did he threaten you in any way?”


    “No, not exactly, but that deep voice breathing into the phone telling me to forget this and forget that was threatening enough. He didn’t have to spell it out.” Lionel paused. “He said someone had been snooping around in the investigation and I had better not get involved.”


    Dan felt the sting of realization. It sounded as though someone knew he’d been talking to Inspector Johnston. He recalled the look in Lydia’s eyes when he mentioned Trposki’s name.


    “I’m sorry this happened,” Dan said. “I’ll look into it.”


    They spoke for several more minutes until Dan suggested it might be better not to continue on the phone.


    “It’s possible your phone is bugged. We need to keep you out of this to make sure you stay safe.”


    “Yes, but this means we’re on to something. It won’t go away by having me hide my head in the sand.”


    Despite the gravity of the situation, Dan almost laughed at Lionel’s gung-ho attitude. He recalled his comment that Dan’s work sounded exciting. To a mild-mannered accountant, it probably would. “Well, there’s brave and there’s reckless. We don’t want anything happening to you.”


    “I appreciate that, Dan, but please don’t give up now. I want to know that whoever killed Yuri is caught.”


    “Look, I’d like to come and talk to you in person. Is there a discreet place for us to do that?” An idea clicked. “How about a run? We’d be free to talk then.”


    Lionel sounded relieved. “Perfect.”


    They settled on a time and starting point then Dan rang off.


    His next call was to Inspector Johnston. While it was possible the threat to Lionel had nothing to do with their recent discussions, Dan couldn’t get Trposki out of his mind. How likely was it that the investigation into police corruption had been compromised from within? Dan had no doubts about the chief of police. It wouldn’t be possible for him to sabotage his own investigation. It wasn’t even imaginable, from Dan’s knowledge of the man. He was as tried and true as they came. But Lydia Johnston was a dark horse in his estimation, even if the chief had personally selected her to head up the inquiry.


    She answered on the first ring.


    “It’s Dan Sharp, Lydia. Have you got a moment?”


    “Yes, Dan. What is it?”


    “I just heard from my client. He received an anonymous call warning him not to talk about the Malevski murder, especially as it related to bar payments.”


    She drew a sharp breath. “What did the caller say?”


    “Just that my client was to keep out of it. The implications were clear.”


    “And what did you tell your client?”


    “I told him I would talk to you.”


    “Does he have any idea who called him?”


    “He mentioned the name Trposki again.”


    The pause was barely perceptible.


    “In what context?”


    “Just that he thought it could have been him.”


    “Why?”


    “Just a hunch, though I understand my client saw him more than once at Yuri Malevski’s home. When I asked you earlier about Trposki, you didn’t say anything about him.”


    Again he felt the tightening, the withholding. She definitely knew something she wasn’t going to share, at least not with him.


    “We are aware of Trposki. I can’t tell you anything else at the moment.”


    The chief had told him she would be open with him. This did not sound open, but he let it pass for the time being. There were other issues at hand.


    “Was my client mentioned by name at any point by you?”


    She hesitated. “Of course I had to name your client when I discussed him with the chief.”


    “Anyone else?”


    “Not … really.”


    It was the gap between those two words that struck him forcibly.


    “So, yes, then.”


    “Dan — I can’t tell you these things.”


    He exploded. “Damn it! I gave you a man’s name and now he’s being threatened. Tell me what’s going on.”


    “All I can tell you is that everything has been discussed in the strictest confidence. Yes, I spoke about him to the chief, but I certainly put nothing down in an email or anything to that effect. I doubt this call has anything to do with us or anything coming from headquarters.”


    Dan’s head was spinning. His previous doubts about Inspector Johnston had increased exponentially. “Who else would know about it?”


    “Someone might have guessed! He was Malevski’s accountant. It only makes sense we’re going to query him at some point about the money and ask him for details.”


    He heard the exasperation in her voice.


    “Look — I want you to continue to co-operate with us, but all I can tell you is that everything I do is moni-tored with the utmost caution. This is a very high priority for the chief and neither he nor I take any of this lightly. Not for a second. So whatever was said to your client, I guarantee there were no slip-ups coming from us. I can’t say it any clearer than that.”


    The line went silent for a moment.


    “Are you there?” she asked sharply.


    “Yes.”


    “Look — I’m sorry, but you have to trust me. It didn’t come from us.” She waited for this to sink in. “Do you want us to put some protection on your client?”


    “I don’t know,” Dan said. “I’ll have to ask him. He’s still willing to co-operate with the investigation. He wants Malevski’s killer caught. That’s his bottom line. My bottom line is that nobody gets hurt on my turf.”


    “Understood, Dan. I want you to know we are in complete agreement on that. So, will you let me know when you hear whether or not he wants protection?”


    “I will,” Dan said. “I’m meeting him this afternoon.”


    “Then I will wait to hear back on that.”


    Despite her assurances, Dan hung up feeling angry and dazed.


    The rise above the track at Riverdale Park was one of Dan’s favourite views. It kept the high towers of the city’s economic engine at a distance, making them look decorative and less self-important. Far below, tiny stick figures jogged, threw balls, walked dogs. Somewhere down in those trees lining the river, Dan knew, a small community of the homeless lived in tents from summer through winter. There were still outcasts in the land of plenty.


    Dan felt the wind on his cheeks, watched clouds scudding along the horizon. Instinctively, he longed to be in motion, knowing how his blood would quicken with each stride of his legs. He turned to his left, where Lionel was straightening from a round of stretching, his face flushed with anticipation.


    “I thought this was a good idea,” Dan said. “I mean, since you’re a long-distance runner.”


    Lionel gave him a shy grin. “Somewhat of an exaggeration, I’m afraid, unless you put it in the past tense. I’m just getting back into it after a couple of years. I had to stop because of an extended bout of tendonitis.”


    “How far do you like to go?”


    “I was up to twenty kilometres at one point. Lately, I find ten to twelve is comfortable, though it’s not difficult to stretch it out a bit more.”


    “It’s about fourteen klicks from here to Edwards Gardens. The elevation gain is around sixty meters overall. We can stop at any point you choose. Don’t be afraid to tell me if you’re in pain.”


    “Right-o, chief!”


    They set off at an easy pace, across the track and over the bridge spanning the Don, passing dog walkers and couples pushing strollers. Rain had swollen the river, leaving the water unusually high and threatening the banks with erosion.


    “Sorry for getting flustered on the phone earlier,” Lionel told him. “I can’t tell you how shocked I was. It really caught me by surprise.”


    “I don’t blame you,” Dan said. “I made a phone call to the police after we spoke. My contact, who happens to be investigating police corruption, swears your name wasn’t mentioned to anyone except the chief of police himself.”


    “Is that a good thing?”


    “It is if it’s true.”


    “Are you saying you don’t believe it?”


    Dan considered. “I don’t have an answer for that. At present I have no reason to contradict it, but I still question it. It doesn’t make me happy to know you were threatened.”


    “Nor me.”


    They were running effortlessly now. A GO train scuttled by on a rise above them.


    “Anyway, we’re safe talking here,” Dan said, as the greenery buzzed past.


    “I trust you, Dan.”


    “Thanks.”


    “I’ve been looking through some of the bar records over the past few days and I may have come up with something. It’s a file with a record of payments and a series of numbers. No names, just initials. The letter T was prominent.”


    Dan glanced over. “You think it’s Trposki? Could these be the police payments?”


    “I don’t really know. It’s a bit confusing, because I can’t tell what the numbers refer to. They may be codes or possibly dates. I think the payments correspond to the weekend income counts and some of the amounts I handed over to the guys who paid the police for protection, but there’s something else I can’t figure out.”


    Dan gave him a quick look as they bounded over a tree branch lying in their path.


    “Anything I should know about?”


    “Just some irregularity. I’ll let you know if I figure it out.”


    “Okay, you’re the accountant. I’m curious — what does Trposki look like?”


    “Last time I saw him? Short hair buzzed close to the skull. Dark eyes with very thick lashes. Almost as though he wears mascara, though I doubt he does. Thick shadows on the face and jaw, too. If you like hairy men, he’d definitely fit the bill. A wiry build, but very muscular from what I recall.”


    Dan was thinking it sounded like the cop Hank had described.


    “Was the file on a computer?”


    “No. It’s handwritten. I found it in Yuri’s office. It’s his writing, for sure. It screamed out at me. It’s sloppy and imprecise. Definitely not my style of accounting. I’m a dot the i’s and cross the t’s kind of guy. Perfectionist tendencies. If it’s not right, I toss it out and start again. Unhealthy obsessions.”


    “I hope you were being careful wherever you were looking. Is it possible your search prompted the warning call?”


    Lionel’s eyes darted.


    “Wow! I never thought of that. You’re right. It could have, though I can’t think just how at the moment. Maybe someone noticed the file had been moved. I don’t know how many people would have known what it was, but it’s possible someone did.”


    “Do me a favour,” Dan said. “Don’t do any more investigating on your own. If there’s a file you want to look into, bring it to me.”


    “All right.” Lionel paused. “I was a little surprised to find these records. It means Yuri was keeping a separate set for his own purposes. He must not have wanted me to see them, though of course I’m probably the only one who might guess what they are.”


    “I’d like to see them for myself.”


    “All right. I can do that.”


    Dan looked over. “If there’s anything unusual, I’ll probably have to take them to the officer in charge. You know that, don’t you?


    Lionel nodded. “I know.”


    “Which means I’m going to have to tell her it came from you.”


    “Her?”


    Lionel looked surprised by this news.


    “Inspector Lydia Johnston. She’s the chief liaison in this investigation.”


    Their legs were pumping harder now, flying beneath the Bloor Viaduct and the subway trestle where it spanned the river.


    Lionel grinned. “I don’t know why it struck me as odd that it should be a woman.”


    “Best choice for breaking the old boys’ network, if that’s what it is. By the way, she told me to ask if you wanted protection.”


    “That occurred to me, but I can’t decide.”


    “I would strongly advise you to accept, if only for your peace of mind.”


    They passed a couple of slower runners and pounded along in silence for a while.


    “I’m really enjoying this. We should try trail-running some time,” Lionel said. “Maybe somewhere on the Niagara escarpment.”


    “I’d be up for it,” Dan said. “If Charles won’t accuse you of abandoning him.”


    Lionel came to an abrupt stop. Dan shot past him then jogged back.


    “Did I say something wrong?”


    Lionel was bent over, hands on his knees, breathing hard. He looked up, a dark expression haunting his face.


    “It’s just that Charles keeps getting angry with me. He says I should stay out of it and let things settle themselves. To be honest, I’m a little afraid of him these days.”


    Donny’s description of the pair as the “perfect couple” came back to Dan. Inside every dream home, he knew, there was always a shiver of discontent, a stifled scream. In fact, his work often depended on the dissatisfaction that split homes apart, but he didn’t want to make Lionel more anxious than he already was.


    “He’s probably worried for you. He’s seen these things from the other side, from the viewpoint of the courts and the police.”


    Lionel nodded. “That’s what he keeps saying. He wants me to let the police pin everything on Santiago, but I’m not convinced Santiago is to blame. Until I know for sure, my conscience won’t let me do that.”


    “Why does he want Santiago blamed?”


    “An easy scapegoat, maybe. I’d hate to see him framed just to put this all in the past.”


    “Do you think that would be blaming the wrong person?”


    Lionel hesitated. “Let’s just say I’m not convinced he’s behind it.”


    “Would Charles have any special reason for believing Santiago is the guilty party? Is it possible he knows something he’s not sharing with you?”


    Lionel stared at him. “That never occurred to me. But I think Charles is just unusually suspicious by nature.”


    “He’s a lawyer, so he would be, but surely he wouldn’t risk framing someone.”


    Lionel sighed. “Some days I don’t know what Charles might do.”


    Dan heard the concern. “Even lawyers can get a little panicky when their partners are threatened.”


    “I didn’t tell him about the phone call today. I don’t want him to know. Please keep it to yourself for now.”


    “All right, if you think that’s wise. But if there’s any reason to be worried, then it might be best to let him know.”


    “I’ve thought of that. I … I won’t let him be put in jeopardy. I just need to find the right time to tell him what’s going on. He keeps asking me things. About what you and I talk about, for instance, or what the police have been asking me. If anything, he’s the one who’s stirring things up. He’s worried about this corruption probe, but I’m not sure why.”


    Dan put a hand on Lionel’s shoulder. “He’s prob-ably concerned most about how it will affect the two of you. You’re a couple, so what hurts one will hurt both. As far as I can tell, we can trust the officers looking into the corruption issues. Try to reassure him about that, at any rate.”


    Lionel gave Dan a rueful smile. “I don’t have much choice, do I?”


    They took off again at a brisk pace. Ahead, a riding academy crowned the hills over a track where students practised mounting and dismounting in crisp white jodhpurs, black jackets, and riding caps. An instructor demonstrated posting techniques to a group of young riders in the distance.


    Lionel pointed to the stables.


    “We keep a couple of horses there. Charles spends most afternoons here when he isn’t working. In fact, he’s probably there now.” He turned to Dan. “Does your partner worry about you?”


    Dan’s mind did a little flip. Was Lionel asking about his availability? He pushed the thought from his mind.


    “I don’t have a partner. But when I did, my work drove him crazy. It was the major factor in our split.”


    “I’m sorry to hear it.”


    “He wasn’t able to ignore the risk he felt my job put me in. He had a nervous temperament to begin with, and the thought of the danger I faced was too much for him. We had to end things for his sake.”


    “What happened? Where is he now?”


    “He’s happy on a little island in B.C.”


    The wind whipped past as the stables disappeared behind them.


    “What will you do now?” Lionel asked. “To find Santiago, I mean.”


    “I want to go back to Yuri’s house and have another look. In the meantime, I’ll keep asking around until I find him.”


    “I certainly appreciate all the work you’re doing for us. Don’t get me wrong about Charles — he appreciates it, too. We’ll have you over for drinks some time. We’ve got a great view from our balcony.”


    “Something to look forward to,” Dan said, wondering how wise it would be to get close to the pair as long as they were his clients.


    The trail veered around a corner. They raced along like a pair of adventurers flying off into the unknown.

  


  
    


    Fifteen


    Menthol or Unleaded


    Dan had barely spoken to Donny since the initial meeting with Charles. Once his most reliable go-to source for consolation and commiseration over life’s inanities, Donny’s current relationship with an attractive man named Prabin meant that he and Dan now spent far less time together than at any point in their friendship. The absence was significant.


    If truth be told, Dan missed the sound of cigarette smoke being inhaled on the other end of the phone. It had come to seem as comforting as the click of knitting needles to children under Grandma’s care, knowing all the vigilance and devotion it signified.


    Donny had been there for Dan from the time Ked was a small boy. He was one of the few people with whom Dan had shared his history, who knew of his mother’s tragic early death, and of his father’s brutality. He was always first to caution Dan away from the edge of the abyss. “What’s done is done,” he would say. “Mourn the loss and move on.”


    Donny the Practical. Donny the Wise. Dan felt in need of a little good common sense right now. It was confession time.


    They stared at one another across coffee cups filled to the brim. Donny had discovered yet another dark and dingy café to satisfy his low-life urges. Dan never failed to find them dreary, though the advantage of speaking without fear of being overheard, or even understood, in a roomful of immigrants was not to be underestimated.


    Dan looked disconsolately at the saucer where he’d slopped a small tide of brown liquid. The napkin sopped it up like a chemical spill on the banks of some Eastern European river. If he looked, he might find wildlife flapping out the last of its life under the silverware.


    “Do you even think there’s caffeine in here?”


    Donny picked up a menu and pointed to the word “coffee” then to its equivalent in Korean characters.


    “You see that lettering here? I happen to be an expert in Korean. I should have translated it for you before you ordered. The exact translation for coffee is not, as one might imagine, ‘coffee,’ but rather ‘brown drink.’ So no, I suspect it does not in fact have caffeine of any sort. And if you look over here under flavours, it says ‘menthol’ and ‘unleaded.’”


    “That’s not reassuring.”


    “Probably not. Anyway, it’s the atmosphere I come for.”


    Dan glanced around at the handwritten pages of menu items Scotch-taped to the wood panelling. “Yes, some serious decorating for sure.”


    “Never mind all that. Sorry to hear Hank was a bust. What a jerk. I didn’t think people did such childish things outside of high school, where it’s practically de rigueur that you do terrible things to the other kids as a rite of passage.”


    “Did you do terrible things to the other kids?”


    “No. I was the kid they were doing terrible things to. Children are horrid. They can tell when you’re different. Someone once hung a sanitary napkin dipped in ketchup on the outside of my locker. They were calling me a ‘bloodcloth.’ That’s not an expletive to be taken lightly in Jamaica. I got the distinct impression they didn’t like me.”


    “Nasty. Though I think anything would be preferable to what Hank did to me.”


    Donny gave him a knowing look. “Well, look at it this way: at least you found out early on that he’s a waste of time. He didn’t make you wait till after the wedding.”


    Dan rolled his eyes. “All the same, I’m beginning to think marriage isn’t in the cards for me in this town. Not now, not ever. People are here for their careers, not to find a partner.”


    “You know what the French say about marriage. It’s like a besieged fortress. The people on the outside want in, and the people on the inside want out.”


    “There’s consolation for you.”


    “You know me — I’m just trying to make you feel better.”


    “Keep trying. How is Prabin, by the way?”


    “Divine, as always. He sends his love. The stock market keeps him busy. When it doesn’t, we do silly things like go to Ripley’s Aquarium and find that we’re vastly entertained by the wildlife. All those jellyfish going up and down in slow motion in glowing colours. It’s exciting. We spent three hours there last weekend, in fact.”


    “Sounds reassuringly mundane.”


    “It is, but don’t worry — I’m not going to try to sell you on the benefits of Grindr. That little app has probably put an end to long-term relationships forever. But there must be something you could do to improve your love life.” Donny smiled. “You know, I just read an interesting article. They’ve discovered that house mice court their mates with ultrasonic sounds.”


    “Very creative. Is that a dating suggestion?”


    “In your case, it couldn’t hurt.” Donny’s eyes flickered around the room. “Funny how you’re the one who wants a relationship, but I’m the one who’s in one.”


    “Is that supposed to make me feel better, too?”


    “No, but I would like to go on the record and really put my neck out by saying that dating a bartender is not a good idea for someone with a disreputable past when it comes to alcohol issues.”


    “I’d already considered that.”


    “Then consider it a lesson well learned.” He paused. “What’s going on with Charles and Lionel? Have you solved their problems yet?”


    “Not yet, but I visited Yuri Malevski’s house. It’s quite a museum piece. Huge, filled with tasteful antiques rather than the junky kind. You’d be impressed.”


    “I’ve heard the lore. It’s a legend on the party circuit.”


    “Ever been there?”


    “No. I never really made it with the country-and-western set. Not to say I’m a snob, but horses just aren’t my thing. I knew Yuri, of course — who didn’t? — but I never made a closer acquaintance with him. Too many drugs in that crowd to interest me.”


    A rough-looking character came in the door, big, cumbersome and on the “tetchy” side, as Dan’s Aunt Marge might have said. Dan caught sight of the man’s dark glances and scowling face, thinking it fortunate they were in a public place. If this bruiser was a gay basher looking for trouble, he could certainly give a few people a run for their money. The miscreant looked over, caught their table on the fly and headed directly down the aisle toward them. As he passed, he tapped Donny on the shoulder. Dan’s muscles were tensed and at the ready, set to lurch to his friend’s defence. The colossus leaned down and whispered in Donny’s ear. “Hi, sweetheart,” came the gravelly voice. “Haven’t seen you around for a while.”


    Dan caught the residue of lacquer on his nails. He took a second look at that bulbous, ravaged face and thought he discerned another one underneath, dolled up by layers of cover-stick and mascara for her moment in the spotlight. A transvestite by daylight. Carol Channing leered down at them, incognito, having put aside her diamonds and ermine for an afternoon’s outing.


    Donny smiled. “Hey, Cherry, baby. Been off the market. Finally caught a good one.”


    “How darling for you! Come and see me sometime.”


    With that, Carol passed on to her own private booth around the corner.


    “You lead such a colourful life,” Dan commented.


    “Yes, I’m blessed.” Donny took a sip of coffee and gave an uncharacteristic look of disapproval, leading Dan to wonder if that was the first time he’d actually bothered to consider the taste. He set the cup back down. “As I was saying, I don’t really partake of the drug scene. Never have. My brain has its own permanent happy zone.”


    “Tell me about Charles and Lionel.”


    Donny’s face lit up with a smile. “Has Charles made a pass at you?”


    “Not yet. Should I anticipate it?”


    “Don’t discount it. It could happen. Though he’ll behave himself if you rap his knuckles. They’re the perfect couple, don’t you know.”


    “So you keep saying.”


    “They’re a powerhouse. They give great parties. Everyone wants to be on the guest list. They have a penthouse in Radio City. Best view of the city. It looks south over all the towers and high-rises. You can see the lake from all around. CN Tower, whatever. It’s all there.”


    “What’s he like?”


    “Charles? Mostly a pussycat, but he’s got a bit of a temper. That I’ll-get-even kind of lawyer’s temper. Slow burn. No hysterics, just a telling bop on the head at the right moment.”


    “Anything violent?”


    “Not that I’m aware of. What have you heard?”


    “Nothing. I was just wondering.”


    Donny gave him a curious look. “I never felt unsafe with him when we dated, if that’s what you mean. Not like I had to lock up the razors or anything, but I wasn’t dazzled by the warmth of his personality. You might say he’s controlling. He expects obedience from his partners and can be quite assertive. But then some people like that sort of thing.”


    “What about a kid named Ziggy? I’m told he used to hang out at the Saddle and Bridle. Ever hear of him?”


    “Sure, everyone’s heard of Ziggy. Cute kid, but something not quite right with him.”


    “Like what?”


    Donny considered then shrugged. “Apart from the Goth thing, which is worrisome enough, there’s something off about him. I can’t put my finger on it. A little spooky. He was brought up in care.” He gave Dan a knowing look. “You know what they say. When a kid goes into care they see it all: drugs, violence, prostitution. It can take decades to get over it. Sometimes the street’s preferable. I’ve seen him go off into long, staring-into-space episodes for considerable periods of time. You never know what’s going on inside his head.”


    “You know him from the bars?”


    Donny gave him a strange smile. “No, through Lester, actually. Ziggy’s a ghost from his street days. I don’t encourage Lester’s association with him, for obvious reasons, but he slept on our couch once or twice when he didn’t have a place to stay.”


    Dan started. “When was this?”


    “He stayed with us a few times last year. Lately, not so much, though he was there for nearly a week a couple months ago.”


    “Mid-February? Right around the time Yuri Malevski was killed?”


    Donny went silent for a while.


    “Could be,” he said at last. “I gather he had a more permanent place to stay, but couldn’t get in for a while.”


    “Yes. Yuri Malevski’s.”


    Donny gave Dan an assessing glance. “Really?”


    “In fact, I think he still lives there. In a cubbyhole in Yuri’s upstairs. I found his diary.”


    “Well, I hope he gave me a good write-up. I served him a veritable feast of back bacon with blueberry-glazed crepes one morning.”


    “Not to worry. He gave your cooking five stars.”


    “Glad to hear it.” Donny sat quietly for a moment. “I have to ask. Is he a suspect in the murder? He really was a bit weird. Troubled, you might say.”


    “Not as far as I know, but I don’t know much about the investigation yet.”


    “Yet? Meaning you might know more later?”


    “Remains to be seen. For now, I’m concentrating on finding the missing Cuban boyfriend.”


    “Ah, yes. The one with the shady past and the slipperier present. Yuri always had a taste for wild boys.”


    Dan shot him a look. “As in?”


    “The scruffy, dangerous ones. I gather Santiago was a handful when Yuri took him in, but he tamed him quickly enough.”


    “What did you think of him?”


    “Of Santiago? Not much. I met him a few times at the club. I wasn’t all that impressed, to be honest. I gather Yuri was grooming him to take over as manager. If you didn’t know better, you would have thought Santiago was the owner, the way he lorded it over the clientele. He certainly had the gold-digging gene and pretensions of grandeur to go with it.”


    “Do you know anything about their history?”


    Donny wiped his mouth with a napkin and set his cup down. “I’m a bit iffy on the details. I think he and Yuri met when Santiago was still a teenager. Maybe four or five years ago? Probably at the club. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I heard he left Cuba by hiding out in the cargo of an Air Canada jetliner and nearly froze to death on the way here. He’s a survivor, though, and by the time he met Yuri he was looking for a sugar daddy. A real beauty, that’s for sure. He charmed the pants off half the gay men in Toronto, not to mention a few women who were susceptible to his charms. He isn’t that discriminating. And when I say he charmed the pants off them, I mean that quite literally.”


    “How did he and Yuri get along?”


    Donny’s eyes had drifted outside the window where two smokers were lined up to have their nicotine levels boosted. Dan clanked a spoon against his saucer.


    Donny’s eyes bounced back. “What?”


    “He and Yuri. How did they get along?”


    “Oh, like cats and dogs. I gather it was a rough-and-tumble relationship from beginning to end. Lots of scrapping. I can’t say over what, but probably the usual — older man meets younger boy. One wants commitment, the other wants credit cards charged to the max. A young man’s financial needs are not easy to fulfil. Nor are an older man’s demands for sexual exclusivity.”


    “Nevertheless, they managed to live together for the last four years?”


    “From what I heard, yes.”


    “Do you think he killed Yuri?”


    Donny stood up. “I would hate to incriminate anybody with a careless word spoken in haste. I’ll go get another cup of coffee and think about that before I answer.”


    Dan shook his head. “You’re being far more evasive than normal.”


    “It comes with domestication. You learn to keep secrets.”

  


  
    


    Sixteen


    Under the Eaves


    Dan left the coffee shop thinking about Yuri Malevski’s “wild boys.” He knew some gay men liked to get close to younger guys who appeared threatening on the surface — tattoos, muscles, rough talk. It was one way of making peace with the demons who’d terrorized them in high school, but few of them expected to be murdered in the process. Malevski, it seemed, had wanted a wild boy to domesticate. Apparently he thought he’d found that in Santiago Suárez, the missing Cuban. Ziggy, on the other hand, seemed to be more of a dark horse. He was a moving target waiting for an expert marksman to hunt him down. Whatever there was to be learned about him was still inside Lockie House.


    Dan parked across the street. From the front stoop, everything looked the same. He punched in the numbers. Red turned to green. Definitely something to be said for all that accounting consistency.


    It was still daylight, making the false twilight inside seem eerie. Dan’s MagLite swept a beam along the floor. No need to announce his presence to the world outside. Had Fred MacGregor still lived here — Dan dispensed with formalities, feeling he knew the man well enough by now — had Freddie still lived here, this might be one of his at-home days when he received callers, but Dan wasn’t in a receiving mood.


    He made his way to the third floor and looked around. All was calm. He pressed the panel and watched it swing open, just the way things did in the movies. And why not? Movies had to take their inspiration from somewhere.


    Ziggy’s diary lay beneath the window where he’d left it, the baggie of dope still in place. He skimmed the pages, moving backward in time to when Ziggy first came to stay with Yuri. My family, he’d called Yuri’s collection of friends and misfits. Still, he had his perspective right: All families are weird, he wrote, so this one isn’t that different from any other. At least I feel at home somewhere.


    Dan could relate.


    Yuri didn’t seem to have asked for anything from Ziggy for his room and board. In fact, if the diary was to be believed, Yuri’s interest lay more in rehabilitating the boy: Need to get clean. Yuri told me that a month ago. I have to stop doing drugs and get my life in order. A little grass now and again is cool, he said, but he won’t tolerate hard drugs in the house. He said my days of drug use are over if I want to live with him.


    That, Dan thought, was a different Yuri from the one everyone else seemed to think they knew. Ziggy expressed admiration for Yuri several times in the passages he read. The only note of dissent lay with his feelings about Santiago, who appeared as the villain in the pages. Santiago has another lover! I saw them together and now he hates me. He cheats on Yuri with everyone. Should I tell Yuri before he tries to get rid of me? Two days later, Ziggy confided to the diary’s pages that he’d told Yuri about Santiago’s lover: Yuri was furious. He said he didn’t believe me, but they had a fight and now Santiago is gone.


    Rather than exult in his triumph, Ziggy felt remorse for having hurt Yuri: Why do I always hurt the ones I love? he lamented.Way of the world, Dan wanted to tell him. Oscar Wilde wasn’t the first to note the sentiment. He read further till he caught the name Charles again. There was no mention of sex this time, just anger that Charles had told him he couldn’t repeat the episode, being a “happily married man.” Happily married! Ziggy wrote. Ha! That asshole. Then what was he doing with me?


    An apt question, Dan noted, though there seemed little concern from either party on Lionel’s behalf. He felt a surge of anger for the absent accountant. Why was it always the nice guys who got used?


    He felt his emotions tug as he discovered that Ziggy had contemplated killing himself, his anger at being rejected by Charles compounded by guilt over having hurt Yuri. Dear Darkness, I want to die, he’d written. I shouldn’t care what Charles thinks, but Yuri is my friend. I need to make him see I’m the only one who treats him well, even though he doesn’t care. Instead, he treats me with disdain. Maybe I should just end this here and now. Anger, confusion, manipulation, sadness. It was a regular soap opera in those pages. But, as Donny said, that wasn’t unusual for someone brought up in care.


    Dan heard a throat cleared behind him. He turned and saw large dark eyes set in a pale face. It could have been a vampire, if such things existed. Instead it was Ziggy, dressed in full Goth regalia, standing in the doorway watching him. Black velvet jacket over a black T, ruffled lace at the cuffs and collar; “Back in Black” emblazoned on his chest in case the visual hints weren’t enough. He looked like a mourner dressed for a very theatrical Victorian funeral.


    “Find anything interesting?” he asked softly.


    “The mysterious tenant,” Dan said.


    “Yes, I stay here when I want. Yuri gave me permission.”


    He crept in and sat on the futon, legs crossed in front of him.


    “That permission might have expired now that Yuri’s dead.”


    Ziggy cocked his head and regarded Dan curiously. “According to whom?”


    Dan left the question unanswered. “My name’s Dan.”


    “I’m Ziggy, as you probably know from reading my diary.”


    “Is that German?”


    Ziggy gave a funny, lop-sided smile. “No, just a nickname from when I was a kid. I used to run funny, sort of zig-zagging. They called me Ziggy for short.”


    “So, Ziggy. Aren’t you worried about staying here since the murder?”


    “I’m not afraid.”


    Outside, a pigeon landed on the windowsill and began cooing to some invisible mate. Dan thought of the superstition about birds in the house.


    “You’re not afraid of being killed?”


    Ziggy shook his head. “What would I lose? Yuri was my only friend.” He gave Dan a close look. “If you think I’m being dramatic, I’m not. It’s the truth.”


    “Who do you think killed Yuri?”


    Ziggy reached for the bag of weed and produced a slender joint.


    “Maybe some hustler.”


    He lit it and took a toke, then held it out. Dan shook his head.


    “Why do you think that?”


    Ziggy stared at him for a moment, and then shrugged. “Yuri was in love with this Cuban guy named Santiago. Santiago wasn’t very nice to him, so Yuri told him to leave. After Santiago left, Yuri went a little bit crazy. He wanted them to stay together. Like, probably forever. There were a couple of guys who stayed the night with him after that. Rent boys. Maybe he hired some hustler to come in and things got out of hand.”


    “Had that sort of thing happened before?’


    Ziggy took another toke and thought this over.


    “Once or twice Yuri threw a couple of hustlers out of the house for behaving badly, but no one ever tried to hurt him before.”


    “Did Yuri seem afraid before he died? Was there anyone in particular he worried about?”


    Ziggy shrugged. “Not that I know of. But maybe he just didn’t tell me there was.”


    “Are you planning on staying here in the house?”


    He shrugged again. “Till they kick me out, I guess. It’s not like I have anywhere else to go.”


    “I read in your diary that Yuri locked you out for a while.”


    Ziggy glanced down at the pages. “He didn’t like it when I did dope. Heroin, I mean. He said it was messing up my future. So he kicked me out and told me to come back when I got clean. I wanted to apologize, but I never saw him again.”


    “It’s ironic, but you stayed with some friends of mine. Donny and Lester.”


    “Really?” Ziggy looked more amused than surprised. “You know Donny and Lester?”


    Dan nodded.


    “Cool,” he said, stabbing the joint out on a beam above his head. It dissolved in a flare of falling sparks. “Anyway, for now I’ll stay here. At least until someone changes the code. Then I’ll be screwed again.”


    “How did you get back in last time?”


    “Pure dumb luck. Yuri wasn’t answering my messages. I thought he was mad at me for using, so I came over to apologize just as Irma was coming by. I sneaked in when she got here. I found the code on his phone that he texted to her.”


    Dan looked at him. “Who’s Irma?”


    “Cleaning lady. She’s a trip. Eastern European something or other. Wicked accent, like Bela Lugosi.” He grinned. “Irma thought Yuri was evil. She used to leave religious pamphlets around for him. He laughed whenever he found them.”


    Dan recalled the picture of Jesus with the exploding heart. “What did Yuri think of Irma?”


    Ziggy struggled out of his jacket, revealing a thin chest and arms. But no track marks, Dan noted. He was still clean.


    “You mean, like, was he afraid of her?”


    “Sure.”


    “Nah. Yuri thought she was a joke. He loved teasing her, but he wouldn’t fire her. I think he felt sorry for her. Santiago liked her. They were both illegals. I guess he could relate.”


    “Why didn’t Yuri marry Santiago and help him get his citizenship?”


    “They talked about it. I think Yuri was testing him to see if he’d remain faithful. Santiago couldn’t be faithful to save his life. Yuri wanted to rescue everybody. He should have been rescuing himself.”


    Not bad advice, Dan thought, though a trifle late on the delivery.


    He felt Ziggy’s hand on his forearm. The other snaked down to Dan’s crotch. Dan pushed the hand away.


    “Please!” Ziggy said. “Am I a freak? Do I look repulsive?”


    “You’re not repulsive,” Dan said.


    “The last guy I had sex with said I was attractive.”


    “Was that Charles?”


    Ziggy’s eyes flashed. “Did you read the entire thing?”


    “No,” Dan said. “But I know Charles.”


    “He used me.”


    “He’s in a relationship.”


    Ziggy rolled his eyes. “I know. He’s married to the accountant.”


    “Married men don’t stick around.”


    “Tell me about it.” He gave Dan a sidelong glance. “What about you? Are you married?”


    “No.”


    “Then why aren’t you interested in me?”


    Dan looked the boy up and down. Rule number one of the gay dress code, he thought. Don’t wear make-up and skin-tight jeans unless you want to look girly. But how to tell him he was attractive, even under that garish get-up?


    “Can’t you find me attractive?” he pleaded.


    “You are attractive.”


    He ran a hand over Dan’s chest. “Then touch me.”


    “How old are you?”


    “Twenty. Just touch me.”


    Half my age, Dan thought. He tried to recall the distinction between pedophiles and pederasts. Pedophiles had unsolicited sex with minors, while pederasts shared the bodies of willing, or in this case aggressive, younger men. As a teenager, he’d often been on the other end of the equation, but now he was the older one. A thousand thoughts went through his head: his discovery of sex with grown men, his fears at not being attractive enough, his worries at being discovered to be queer. Hell, most of his sex education had occurred beneath a train trestle in the clear light of afternoon once he realized the twelve-year-old girls who pursued him at school could do nothing to satisfy his sexual urges. It was their older brothers he’d wanted.


    “Be a man. Touch me!” Ziggy commanded.


    Dan sensed his own adolescent bewilderment and anger in Ziggy. Like this boy, he too had known what he wanted from men as far back as he could remember.


    “Not while you’re stoned,” Dan told him. And not ever, he thought to himself.


    Ziggy must have sensed his reasoning. “It’s because I’m too young. Don’t worry, I’ll say I was the aggressor. I went after you. I don’t know why people always think it’s the older person.”


    “It’s just the way people think.”


    “Why aren’t you married? Or are you? It’s okay, you can tell me.”


    “I’m not married. I told you the truth. Did you tell the truth about your age?”


    “No. I’m only nineteen. So what’s wrong with you then? Why aren’t you married?”


    “I’m not the marrying kind.” Better to discourage any further hopes on Ziggy’s part, Dan thought. “Some days I’d rather have a good conversation than sex.”


    Ziggy smiled. “What are you anyway? A psychologist?”


    “No.”


    “A cop?”


    “I’m not a cop either, no.” He paused. “Have you had sex with cops?”


    Ziggy nodded. “One.”


    Dan decided against asking if it were Trposki. “I’m just trying to help out on the murder.”


    “I thought you were a cop because you were reading my diary. I thought maybe you were looking for something to say I was a psycho and that I killed Yuri.”


    “Did you?”


    The face that stared at him was all seriousness. “Yuri was my friend.”


    “Friends kill friends. It happens all the time. Sometimes it’s just an accident.”


    “I didn’t kill Yuri.” Ziggy’s eyes narrowed. “I’d be more likely to kill myself. If I did, I’d just lock the doors and unplug myself. No one could get in until it was too late.”


    Dan thought of the diary entry he’d read. “I hope you won’t. It’s seldom that easy. Besides, you know what they say: it gets better. I can vouch for that. I come from a shit background, too, but life turned around for me.”


    “Yeah, whatever. You probably didn’t grow up in care. I grew up in care. It doesn’t get better for someone like me.”


    He looked away, as though they’d touched on something too raw to discuss.


    “I’m sorry for intruding on your private space.” Dan turned to leave. “If you ever just want to talk or anything …”


    Ziggy’s eyes met his. “You want to get together again? Not as a date or anything. Maybe just to meet up for a coffee? Don’t worry, I won’t stalk you.”


    Dan smiled. “Sure. I’d be happy to.”


    He held out a business card. Ziggy turned it over and tapped it with his index finger. “Missing persons? I could design a nice little skull for you on the back, if you want.”


    “Not exactly the sort of message I’d like to deliver to clients.”


    Ziggy laughed. “Yeah, right.”


    Dan pushed the door open and stood in the hallway. Ziggy watched him closely.


    “Will I see you again?”


    “You’ve got my number,” Dan said. “Contact me and I’ll get back to you.”


    “You promise?”


    “You have my word.”

  


  
    


    Seventeen


    Desecration


    The house was dark again when he got home. Ked was out. Ralph came to greet him briefly then returned to his bed. Dan knew he’d better get used to it.


    There were no messages on his answering machine. But what he found on his laptop turned out to be far more interesting. His e-mail in-box held a response from the Sûreté du Québec. He had an inkling even before he opened it. Inside lay the answer he’d been seeking. Or, rather, the answer he’d been hoping not to have to face. Nothing one-hundred-percent conclusive, but certainly leaning in that direction. He responded as quickly as his French would allow and sent it off. If the reply came soon, it meant putting off the search for Santiago Suárez a few days. It looked as if he’d be going to Quebec.


    He slept uneasily, unsettled by dreams of young men with pale faces. A little before five he woke and couldn’t get back to sleep. He gave up trying and got out of bed, feeling disoriented. Middle age was turning out to be a bitch. He thought of the e-mail he’d received and went to his office, but there was no reply. The Quebec police had probably wisely stayed in bed.


    Dan hadn’t seen Domingo since the previous week. She was due for another round of chemo that afternoon. There was no need to get her hopes up when he saw her, but he felt he should at least broach the subject of finding Lonnie and the probability that her son was no longer alive.


    He arrived early at the hospital. The waiting room was crowded, as usual. He made off down the corridor to her room, but stopped when he heard voices coming from inside. Women’s voices. They weren’t raised, but he felt the tension. After a moment, footsteps approached and a woman emerged. She checked her watch, an unsettled look on her face, then headed to the elevator. Dan thought she looked familiar, though he couldn’t have said why. Then it clicked: she was an older, harried version of Domingo.


    He heard Adele say, “Can you believe that? The fucking church! How dare she come in here and upset you on your chemo day?”


    Domingo mumbled a reply Dan couldn’t make out.


    “How dare they desecrate our relationship like that? A relationship of twenty-two years built on love and truth. That woman is immoral! If they want you to go to church, tell them you’ll go to the gay church, where you’re welcome. If she believes in God, then she’ll know that God doesn’t care what denomination you pray in.”


    Again, Domingo spoke too softly for Dan to overhear.


    “I’m sorry,” Adele said, her tone changing. “I’m sorry for getting angry.”


    Dan heard the sound of a scraping chair. He stepped into a doorway, out of sight.


    “I’ll be back to pick you up at four.”


    He waited till Adele’s footsteps died out then went in. Domingo was sitting up in bed. She smiled wearily when she saw him.


    “Hi there!” Dan tried to be as cheery and nonchalant as he could. “Are you ready for today’s adventure ride?”


    She looked away.


    “Everything okay?” Dan asked.


    “Not really.”


    “Test results not good?”


    “Apparently I was fine yesterday. Blood was good. Sleep was good. Mood was great. Then this morning I got a visit from two of the Furies.”


    “Oh-oh,” Dan said. “I thought I saw Adele leaving a minute ago.”


    “She’s half the problem. The other half was my sister.”


    Dan nodded sympathetically.


    Domingo shrugged. “It’s the church. All that family and religion stuff. We West Indians are full of it. They want to drag me off to repent, while Adi’s having a fit about it.” She sighed. “My sister and I haven’t spoken six words in all the years Adi and I have been together. When I got sick, I called her. I probably shouldn’t have. They’re all praying for me — the whole nine yards.”


    “So let them pray. It can’t hurt.”


    She pushed aside a half-finished breakfast tray in front of her.


    “It’s just having my sister coming in here ranting about giving up my sinful life and coming back to Jesus. I said, ‘Ranee, I have no problem with Jesus, but giving up the woman I love is not an option.’ Then she sits there and stares at me while Adele throws daggers at her with her eyes. Both of them staking out their territory and that territory is me. I know they mean well, but I really wish they wouldn’t fight over me like that.”


    Dan took her hand and felt its lightness. Definitely not a day to tackle the subject he’d considered taking up with her.


    “Is there anything I can do? Do you want me to talk to Adele?”


    “No, that wouldn’t have any effect. Anyway, she’s right. I should forbid my sister from coming in here and talking like that, but it upsets me to have to do that. And now I’ve got three hours of sitting here while the doctors pour poison into my system. I’m fighting inside and out.”


    “You can put it off for another day, if you want to.”


    Domingo shook her head. “What’s the point? I still have to go through it. And psyching myself for a day beforehand is half the battle. That’s hard. I know it’s supposed to be good for me, but it seems like all I have to look forward to is thinning hair, shaky hands, and feeling chilled even in summer.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ll be fine now that you’re here.”


    Dan settled beside her in the visitor’s chair, feeling as resigned as she sounded. After the first bag of chemicals emptied, a nurse arrived wearing a full-body gown, then proceeded to put on gloves before hanging up the second bag. Dan averted his eyes while she changed Domingo’s dressing and reinserted the PICC line. Done, she put everything in a hazardous waste container and left.


    Dan struggled again with telling Domingo what he’d heard from the Quebec police, that finding her son alive was as unlikely as winning the lottery at this point, but today it wouldn’t help her. He suspected it was just one of many things she’d reconciled herself to already.

  


  
    


    Eighteen


    Where the River Narrows


    The reply from the Quebec police was there when he woke. Dan thought it over and decided a quick resolution was best. He called Ked and Kendra to say he’d be gone for a couple of days. Afterwards, he contacted Donny and Lionel. That covered his Need to Know list. For good measure, he left a message for Inspector Johnston. She called back to ask a few details about the trip, wishing him luck in finding Lonnie. Then he left the city and headed east.


    His car burned up the Highway of Heroes, that stretch of the Macdonald-Cartier Freeway where the bodies of fallen soldiers made their final journey between the armed forces base at Trenton and the forensics centre in Toronto. It had earned its nickname from the crowds gathering on overpasses to salute the convoys moving beneath, during what Dan thought of as a misguided war on Iraq as American indignation mollified its wounded pride over being attacked on its own soil. Not our war, he thought. Easy to say, of course, but Dan wasn’t sentimental about such things: when you go to war, you put your life on the line. It was a given. There were plenty of ways to die, few of them pretty. Dying wasn’t always the worst option, what with the burgeoning cases of post-traumatic stress disorder making the lives of returned soldiers even more of a nightmare than what they’d endured in the desert. Dan knew about living with nightmares. Now that was brave, he’d have said, if anyone asked.


    His favourite time on the road was early morning, before the other drivers came out to ruin things for him. He liked the feel of being the only person alive for miles around. No one to talk to, no one to bother him. An eight-hour solo drive to Quebec City was just the thing to quell his burgeoning misanthropy.


    Quebec had long held a fascination for Ontarians — Torontonians in particular. It was the “forbidden” land. Montreal had a rep for being Canada’s party destination, compared to staid Toronto the Good. When Dan thought of Quebec, however, it wasn’t Montreal that came to mind first. But then he’d never really been a party boy. A friend once said of him, Dan’s a nice guy, but he doesn’t know how to party. Dan’s response had been pointed: “Party” isn’t a verb. Not entirely accurate, given the evolution of language, but his friend had been too intimidated to argue. Which seemed to settle the matter.


    For Dan, Vieux-Québec was the province’s real destination, taking its name from the Algonquin Kébec, meaning “where the river narrows.” He loved to approach by car and sit gazing up at the promontory. Cap-Diamant. Cape Diamond. There, above the narrowing banks of the St. Lawrence, stood one of North America’s oldest and most elegant cities. Explorer Jacques Cartier built a fort there in 1535, but decided it was less impressive than the site that would later become Montreal, and so sailed on. It remained French territory until being ceded to England at the end of the Seven Years’ War, igniting a cultural feud that continues to this day.


    Dan understood the resentment Quebeckers felt toward the rest of Canada. They had every right to feel slighted by how their causes and beliefs were overlooked and trampled on by the largely unfeeling English majority. In fact, he had every sympathy for the Quebec cause. Except one: the French weren’t there first. To his mind, the issue of Aboriginal sovereignty had never been properly accredited. After five hundred years of neglect, the land’s original owners deserved better.


    He pulled into town and quickly found his hotel. The room was comfortable and, to his regret, thoroughly modern. There was nothing of old Quebec here, nothing linking it with its history and heritage. Still, it would afford a peaceful sleep when the time came. He unpacked, hung up his clothes, then went out and found a crêperie with a low ceiling and stone walls. A fireplace crackled quietly in the corner. Real wood. Quebeckers went in for veracity. No fake fireplaces or gas lines for them.


    He indulged with a single glass of cider, remembering his promise to his son. You were honest only if you kept the faith when no one was watching. His crêpes arrived on a long plate that neatly accommodated the crisp rolls bursting with melted cheese and ham slices wrapped around asparagus spears. Screw the partying, Dan thought. This is really living.


    Twilight came on as he finished his coffee. Out on the street again, he glanced up at the Château Frontenac, that stone emissary from another century, massive and upright. Light illuminated its spires like a great cathedral left over from the French Revolution. None of that chrome-and-green-glass condo crap going up everywhere like a creeping mould that’s only going to get worse over time, Dan thought. Maybe he’d been born a few centuries too late. Perhaps all his malaise and discontent in life amounted to that.


    The cobblestones felt at once familiar and strange as he made his way up and down hills, marvelling at the buildings set aglow in the fading light, their colourful interiors at odds with the stern grey exteriors.


    In the Faubourg Saint-Jean, he found the sign: Club Le Drague, its exterior adorned with a Quebec flag. He bypassed the outdoor terrasse and stepped inside. He could have been standing in any bar in Toronto, with a basement disco and a glittery stage pour le travesti. No matter the language, gay bars were the same the world over.


    Dan ordered a soda water with his minimal French — just enough for obtaining food, drink, lodgings, and getting the boys to show an interest. Even the smallest effort helped keep things on the friendly side here. Where Montreal was largely a French-English compote, Quebec City was the bastion of separatist thinking. No surprise in a province where English was not even acknowledged as an official language. Better to supplicate than butt heads unnecessarily.


    The bar smelled of beer and cigarettes. Donny would be proud to know there was one last bastion of the Empire that hadn’t succumbed to a cowardly intolerance for the weed. Dan took his drink to one corner and sat watching the crowds come and go.


    The men were particularly striking, he noted. Many had beautiful eyes. A few of the twinks looked him over. Then, deciding he was either too dangerous or too anglo, they passed him by. A leather man glanced his way as well, but there was no mutual spark compelling either party to cross the national divide. Such were the mysterious ways of cruise bar protocol.


    He trailed downstairs to le disco. It was too early for dancing, apart from a few introverts who preferred their own company, twirling in self-absorbed ecstasy. The DJ warmed up his skills as the lights spun, but the room was largely empty. Neverland had never looked so lonely.


    Dan felt a buzzing in his pocket. He pulled out his cell and saw Ziggy’s name: I know I promised not to stalk you, but I just wanted to say you’re a nice guy and I’m thinking of you. Maybe we can meet up later this week? Now that the Saddle’s closed, I hang at the Beaver Club. It would be a nice surprise if you showed up.


    Dan texted back: I’m out of town right now. When I get back, I’ll look you up at that club! He thought it best to leave things vague. He knew the obsessive tendencies of teenage boys to form crushes on anyone who paid them attention. Even with a promise not to stalk him, Ziggy could turn out to be a problem.


    He was making his way back to the bar when a good-looking guy caught his attention: dark and steamy. Just his type. Dan watched for a moment, trying to read his body language, till the man turned away. No use chasing him. He was just another pretty face in the second of Canada’s two solitudes.


    He was getting ready to call it a night when a burly bear in leather chaps and harness passed, a pitcher of beer in either hand. In his haste, he bumped Dan with his elbow, spilling his drinks. Dan reached out to steady him.


    “Sorry,” he said.


    “Calice! Maudit anglais,” the man growled.


    Dan caught the expletive, but he wasn’t taking the bait. “Pardonnez-moi,” he said to mollify the man, though he wanted to say it wasn’t his drunken clumsiness that had caused the accident.


    The man stopped. “Why do you fucking English have to come here? Don’t you have enough places to go? This is not your province.”


    Dan stared him down. “Plains of Abraham. We won, you lost. As for land claims, the Natives were here long before the French or the English.”


    Dan thought for a moment the man was going to throw the beer in his face, but instead he broke into a big, toothy grin.


    “Ah! Fuck you, Anglais,” he said, moving his bulk smoothly along to his group of friends, who looked back and hooted with laughter as he related what Dan had said.


    Dan turned and got another glimpse of the face he’d seen earlier. Was he being cruised? The man was on the small side, but definitely Dan’s type: dark and masculine. He caught Dan’s eye then turned away. Apparently the attraction wasn’t mutual. When Dan looked again, he’d vanished.


    He finished his soda and left, wandering along the streets. He put his mind to the task ahead. In the morning, he’d visit the Sûreté and follow up his inquiry into Lonnie. One way or the other, it would bring things to an end. If it was an unproductive search, there were no other avenues for him to take. In the meantime, he was in one of his favourite cities, enjoying its sights and sounds.


    There were two of them waiting outside his hotel. Something about their size and how they carried their bodies, as if they wore armour, told him these were no ordinary tourists. They reminded him of men surreptitiously photographed around the grave of some recently buried Mafia don. Paying their respects. Dan knew respect had nothing to do with why they were there.


    He turned and started walking away, but they’d seen him. Fighting an impulse to run, he slipped across the street. Clip-clopping hooves rang out on the cobblestones as he ducked behind a calèche carrying a middle-aged couple whooping it up like newly-weds. By the time the carriage passed, his followers had separated. One of them, Dan presumed, had gone down a darkened side street. The other was heading directly toward him.


    He thought of dashing back to the hotel, but they could still catch him in the lobby. There might even be someone waiting for him in his room. Instead, he headed back toward Le Drague. Nothing like a few outraged drag queens to protect a fellow gay, but that would put others in danger and Dan wouldn’t consider going inside. He turned a corner and dashed up a hill. A few seconds later, his follower emerged right behind him. The lamps threw shadows all around. People were milling everywhere. Dan sprinted away from the crowds.


    On the next block, he stopped and leaned into the shadow of a doorway, hands pressed against stone. When his pursuer passed, Dan lunged for him, grabbing his neck with one hand and his crotch with the other. Fists came up, but Dan was in snug. The man struggled for all he was worth. For a second, Dan thought he was prepared to risk the crown jewels. Then again, they were in the rebel province of Quebec and sovereignty didn’t have much sway here.


    A fist landed against his throat, winding him. Dan’s grip loosened and the man wrenched himself free. A knife flashed, shiny and seductive, released from the folds of a suit. Dan leapt aside.


    Before he could strike again, a door opened on the man’s right, releasing a noisy gang from the bright interior of a pub. One unguarded glance over his shoulder was all Dan needed. He kicked out and landed a solid blow against his ribs. The knife clattered away as the man doubled over.


    Dan watched him lurch down the alley and disappear around the corner. There was no use pursuing him. His partner was still out there somewhere. It would just be asking for trouble.


    “Stop following me,” he spat out uselessly.


    A crowd had formed across the street. Someone was punching numbers into a cell phone. Dan heard the word police, which sounded pretty much the same in either language. His pursuers were gone. Dan doubted that would be the end of them, but it would buy him time.


    He turned and headed back to the hotel, making his way through the crowds. As he reached the corner, he found himself facing the dark man he’d seen in the bar. It hadn’t been a mutual appreciation society after all, but Dan was determined he wasn’t going to stop him from entering his hotel.


    “Your buddies just left,” he said, grappling with the newcomer.


    With his head butted against the man’s shoulder, and legs entwined, Dan tried without success to force him down. His opponent was small, but wiry and supple. The coupling felt like a form of intimacy, their tangled limbs somehow making them complete. The other fought back expertly. This was a man who knew how to defend himself, Dan thought. Military possibly. Maybe police. It was the latter that worried him most.


    Dan squeezed him tightly, pulling them together lest this man produce a knife, too. His opponent drew his arms in close then thrust his shoulders forward explosively, literally knocking Dan aside and forcing the breath out of him. He hit the ground in a low roll, instinctively protecting his vitals from potentially damaging kicks, then lay dazed, waiting for the other’s next move.


    “Asshole,” the man spat out as he walked away.


    Not French, at any rate.

  


  
    


    Nineteen


    The Grain Silo


    Dan strode through the lobby and headed up the stairs. Throwing his belongings together, he took time to check his face in the mirror, daub the gash on his cheek with toilet paper, then quit the room. Out in the street, he tossed the key into a mailbox and made his way to an ATM.


    Cash in hand, he headed down the road to a small hotel he’d spotted on his arrival. A light gleamed in the front window, the vacancy sign still lit up. A lucky thing, Dan knew. At that time of year, most hotels were booked well in advance in the tourist quarter.


    The old man who greeted him didn’t hesitate to take his cash. He wrote out a receipt and showed him to a room. Now this is more like it, Dan thought, gazing around with admiration at the stone walls and wood beams. Pure Vieux-Québec. Probably owned by a descendant of one of the original habitants. It would suit his needs, but he couldn’t stop and admire it for long. He’d finish his business and head home. Whatever his pursuers wanted from him, they would have it one way or another. But they’d have to find him first.


    He kicked off his shoes and put his feet up on the bed, casting around for something on television he could understand. It turned out not to be a problem. With cable, there were far more English stations than French. One more reason for them to hate us, Dan thought. But god forbid they separate and get swallowed up by the U.S. Then they’ll really have something to scream about.


    He settled in with good, sensible Jamie Oliver, righting the nutritional wrongs of the world one social class at a time. There was no sense going back out and showing his face on the street again tonight.


    Sleep did not come easily. Wary of every sound outside his door, he finally nodded off before dawn. When he woke an hour later, his back felt as if it had been split open, with a rib or two puncturing his lungs for dramatic effect. That he’d hate to die in a Quebec hotel room was all he could think.


    He called the Sûreté to confirm his meeting then packed and left. The chief of police was as old and wrinkled as a desert tortoise. He looked Dan over with jaundiced eyes as he opened a musty-looking file. Judging by its condition, it may well have predated computers. Dan watched as he turned the pages till he came to the one he was searching for, stabbing it with his forefinger.


    “Ici.”


    Dan saw a handwritten coroner’s report in a script that might have been made with a quill pen. He followed what he could make out with his limited French.


    He looked back up at the man. “Mort?”


    “Oui, il est mort, bien sûr.”


    “Quand?”


    The man frowned and looked down at the report. Surely this idiot Englishman could figure that out.


    “Le quinzième mai, deux mille trois.”


    He looked back up with bleary eyes. Dan could practically smell the alcohol on his breath. The man should have been packed away in mothballs and put in a closet, not left sitting at a desk in some backwater provincial police station.


    Fifteenth May, two thousand and three.


    Dan thought back and felt a chill. That was pretty much when Domingo had started saying she knew Lonnie was dead. He’d been sitting here on some police shelf all that time, waiting for someone to find him. Dan fought a sense of rage over the carelessness of such things. Probably no one had entered it into the police files.


    He looked at the report and saw a first name only: Lonnie. Someone had added a blurry Polaroid of a boy turned away from the camera, looking back over his shoulder with a wide grin. Elfin. That was exactly how Dan remembered Lonnie. He’d found what he was after.


    He wanted to ask what happened, but his French wasn’t honed enough to extract such answers with precision. Instead, he tried to convey what he could with facial expressions. He shook his head and tried hard to look chagrined. Chagrin. It was a French word. Surely this old codger would understand that.


    “C’est quoi?”


    The old man looked at Dan as though he were the daft one.


    “Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé?” Dan managed.


    “Ah!” Enlightenment shone in his eyes. “Il est tombé.”


    “Tombé. He fell?”


    “Oui.” The man used his hands to indicate someone climbing then falling in space. He pointed to a grain silo in the background of the photograph. “Suicide,” he pronounced slowly, the word taking on a cultivated gravity in French.


    Dan picked up the image and examined it in his hands.


    He turned to the officer again. “L’addresse?”


    “Oui, oui.” The man made a snuffling sound, swiped at his nose, and then handed Dan a form with the address of the mortuary.


    “No, the other.”


    The man glared as though he were speaking a Martian dialect.


    “L’autre addresse,” Dan said. He pointed to the silo. “Je veux aller ici.”


    “Ah!”


    Again, the look of recognition passed over the man’s face. He bent and wrote something on the form and handed it back. Dan took it and thanked him.


    “Bien sûr,” he said with a shrug, as though he expected no less.


    At the mortuary, Dan was thankful to be greeted by a bilingual attendant who seemed to bear no grudge against him for asking his complicated questions in English. He’d anticipated more trouble on this end. Getting information was one thing, but asking for a cremation was quite a different set of affairs. He handed over his investigator’s licence for identification. The attendant looked it over, glanced at Dan again, and then handed it back with scarcely a flicker of interest.


    Dan signed a form and answered a few questions. Yes, a plain metal box was adequate. No, he would not mind coming to pick up the remains himself. Tomorrow morning was fine. Business concluded, Dan thanked the man and left.


    On the way back to his car, he passed a florist and ducked inside. It was threatening rain as he drove past the Plains of Abraham, those tumultuous fields where the destiny of the country had turned decisively two hundred and fifty years earlier. On the outskirts of town, he parked and approached the silo. It looked tranquil, not the sort of place you might expect to find death. Then again, it was exactly the sort of place you might decide to kill yourself if you were determined to do so. From pain to peace in one short step, but with a world of difference between. Dan well knew the seductive urge. He’d never do that to Ked, but he often thought of the peace that would follow, a respite from the relentlessness of his dreams, should he ever get so desperate. People did all the time.


    He stood looking up a sheer wall of cement. The handle on the door was rusted shut. That wouldn’t stop him. He’d come this far. He put the flowers down and looked around for something to pry it open. Around back he found another door, this one red and covered in dents. It opened to his touch.


    The carpet of dirt was soft and hushed beneath his tread. Inside, the air was stale but comforting, like the scent of an old sweater. The space felt welcoming, as though it had been waiting for a human presence. The shaft disappeared in darkness overhead. An arrow of light pierced the gloom, revealing wooden beams criss-crossing the interior far above. A set of rickety stairs tempted the curious to climb up into the shadows.


    Dan looked around. There should be something more here, he thought. The memory of a fall, the trajectory of a body arcing through the air. Something marking the spot where he fell. As a boy, Lonnie was constantly on the move — bicycles, Rollerblades, running sports. There had to be something more. Not just this emptiness.


    He held the photograph up.


    “You were a good kid,” he said.


    He caught the flicker off to one side. Then he turned and saw her. A barnyard Madonna, hair hanging down, classical features etched in the air. Not quite an apparition. She was watching him. No fear on her face, just curiosity.


    “Bonjour,” Dan ventured, wondering if he was about to be arrested for trespassing. Given the way things had been going, it wouldn’t have surprised him. Either that or he was looking at a ghost.


    “Bonjour,” she answered brightly.


    “Do you speak English?”


    She smiled. “I am English.”


    He held out the flowers. “I came here to leave these. A boy died here.”


    The look on her face said she knew.


    “Lonnie,” she said.


    “You knew him?”


    She walked to the centre of the space then looked up into the rafters and down again at the sawdust- covered earth.


    “It was here,” she said, indicating the spot with her hands. “There were a bunch of us. We all lived here together for a few months one summer. Lonnie, me, and the others.” She looked back at Dan. “Lonnie said we’d found the end of the world here. I think he thought we could stay forever. We knew there was something wrong with him, but you sometimes went days without noticing it and you thought maybe he was all right.”


    She looked him in the eye to see if he understood then went on.


    “I think we wanted him to be all right. Then it would show up again. Just odd things, you know. Like one day he found a toad and went around with it all afternoon, cupping it in his hands like it was some kind of offering. I asked what he was doing. He said he was getting the toad acclimatized to being carried. When it was ready, he said, he was going to carry it through town as a symbol for animal-rights abuse. He wanted to walk across the country to make people aware that animals were being poisoned by pollution. That was how he was going to do it.”


    She cocked her head and looked at him. “You knew him?”


    “Yes,” Dan said. “I’m a friend of his mother. Can you tell me how he died?”


    She looked back up at the gloom. “We were dancing one night. We’d lit a bonfire. Some of us were drunk. Lonnie climbed to the top of the silo. He said he was going to see the world from the roof. Some of the boys were yelling to him to jump and see if he could fly.”


    Dan watched her as she told him all this with the bright, serene light in her eyes.


    “They were laughing. We didn’t think he would do it. Next thing I knew, something hit the ground. I turned around and there he was.” She looked at him. “It wasn’t their fault. They didn’t know he was going to do it.”


    “What happened?”


    “One of the boys phoned the police. We all left after that. Before they could come and question us. We didn’t know what else to do. We were trespassing. We didn’t even know his full name. I still don’t know it.”


    “Rhodes,” Dan said. “Lonnie Rhodes.”


    He offered her the flowers. She took them and laid them on the soft earth.


    “I come back here sometimes. I live in town now, but I like to come back. I think about him. He was so sweet.”


    The wind blew through a crack high above, making a mournful sound.


    “Will you tell her I’m sorry? His mother?”


    Dan nodded. “I will.”


    The next day he made his way through Quebec, that rebel holdout from the seventeenth century, back down the Highway of Heroes, carrying the ashes of an unsung hero who would not long be remembered by many.


    He had hoped to tell Domingo that she still had a child alive somewhere. That it was all a mistake. Her son had never died. But instead, this box. Ashes. Nothing to warm the heart of a dying woman or bring joy to a face already dazzled with pain and impending loss. Instead, what he was bringing home was grief and a crowd crying, Jump! It seemed unfair. Worse than no news at all.

  


  
    


    Twenty


    I’d Rather Be High


    Dan felt his heartbeat quicken as he turned off the 401 and headed south along the Don Valley Parkway. As the towers swung into view, Toronto had never looked so welcoming. Ked had stayed with Kendra while Dan was away. Dan mulled over the question of what to do with him on his return. Now he was home.


    Lights blinked on the answering machine in his front hallway. The first call was from Lydia Johnston, asking him to get in touch as soon as possible. No doubt she wanted to update him on the case. She would be surprised by what he had to tell her. He pencilled her number on a pad and pressed Next. Lionel’s voice came through, low and quiet. It wasn’t the panicked Lionel of a few days earlier after being warned by a mysterious voice to keep things to himself. This was a sombre, spooked Lionel.


    “… they said it was suicide. I don’t believe them.”


    For a moment, Dan thought he was referring to Lonnie. He’d mentioned his reason for going to Quebec, but why should that concern Lionel?


    He strained to hear the words.


    “I don’t know how much more I can take, Dan. I’m terrified. Of course, I had to tell Charles this time. I couldn’t keep it to myself.”


    This wasn’t about Lonnie. Dan turned off the machine. The eight-hour drive from Quebec had worn him out, but now he felt adrenaline coursing through his veins again.


    He picked up the phone. Lionel answered on the first ring.


    “Thank god, you got my message.”


    “I just got back in town, but I’m free now. Could I come over? I’d like to discuss this with you and Charles. I’d rather not do it over the phone.”


    “Yes, of course. Radio City, south building. We’re in the penthouse. Ask for us at reception.”


    Dan reached the stately towers in fifteen minutes. The powerful-looking man behind the desk appeared friendly and relaxed, though Dan was pretty sure he was armed with more than just a smile and some pricey muscles. If the bruise on his face registered, the concierge didn’t show it.


    “Yes, sir. I was told to expect you.” He nodded to the set of elevators. “Go on up.”


    The lobby was as grand and silent as the tomb of any self-respecting pharaoh waiting patiently through the centuries. Dan walked quickly through and pressed PH over the illuminated buttons. He stared at the silvery walls during his ascent, trying to imagine all the floors in between, all the whispers of lives unseen and unheard except for a brief murmuring of gears. He pictured Lionel’s worried face waiting for him to arrive. Dan had experienced threats of violence to the point where he was able to turn off the fear and simply deal with whatever needed to be dealt with, but, according to Danny, the perfect couple Lionel and Charles lived a tranquil life whose routine was seldom disrupted by such concerns. It wasn’t easy to get used to intimidation.


    The elevator opened on to high ceilings and a wide, open hallway. Silver and blue dominated the wallpaper’s soft, shell-like patterns. More tranquillity. Understatement was the theme here, but Dan knew this was extreme luxury and comfort as far as downtown living went.


    Like almost everything else about the building, the penthouse door was oversized, as though built for armies to come and go. In fact, it looked as though it could hold off an armed revolt if things ever came to that. It never hurt to be prepared for the revolution when it came to town.


    “They killed Santiago,” Lionel announced before Dan had set foot in the room. “They said it was suicide, but I don’t believe it for a second. It had to be Trposki or someone like that.”


    He sounded calmer now, but still frightened. Charles seemed more self-contained. They were bookends of composure and discomposure, the tall, stocky lawyer and the lean, athletic accountant.


    Charles registered the bruise and cuts on Dan’s face with a curious expression as he ushered him inside. “Come in please, Dan.”


    The central room was brightly lit, yet sparsely furnished. A wall of windows loomed behind, framing the night sky like a painting that overwhelms the space it hangs in. Outside, the darkness was edged by lights, sketching the horizon in a constantly changing chimera of colours and shapes that mere mortals on the ground could never conceive. Here was Valhalla presented for the entry of the gods.


    It was the perfect showroom. It was also, Dan noted, the perfect opportunity for someone in the twin tower opposite to take a couple of clean shots, killing anyone inside with minimal effort and expert efficiency. An assassin’s wet dream.


    They sat astride cream-coloured couches centred on a geometrically patterned carpet, like figures on a Paul Klee canvas.


    “When did the police call you?” Dan asked.


    “Yesterday morning. He had my business card in his wallet when they found him. I have no idea why. I told them that. They said he didn’t have any family in Canada, so I had to identify him.” Lionel ran a hand through his hair. “He looked awful. He was all swollen … his face …”


    He grew more agitated as he described Santiago’s appearance.


    “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Dan said. “And I’m sorry I didn’t find him first while he was still alive.”


    “It’s silly. I shouldn’t get so rattled by it. It’s not like I haven’t seen death before.” Lionel picked up a glass of water. His hand shook as he brought it to his mouth. “When I was five, I lost my older brother. It was a car accident. We were nearly home when we got hit by a truck. I remember the doctors telling my parents he had a fifty-fifty chance of surviving. I prayed all night. He died the next day. I kept wondering what happened to the other fifty percent. I realized then that life is just a numbers game. There’s no morality, no god who makes things better or worse for you if you do or don’t do what he wants. There’s nothing more than the odds for or against something. Some people live, some die. How can you stop it from happening?”


    “I have no answer for that,” Dan said.


    Lionel finally registered the changes to Dan’s appearance.


    “What …?” He shook his head. “What happened to you?”


    “Small accident. Nothing to worry about,” he said, brushing aside the question. “Where did they find Santiago’s body?”


    “Beneath the Overlea Bridge, not far from where we went running the other day. Close to the stables …” Lionel glanced at Charles. “That’s why they thought it might be suicide. It used to be the Bloor Viaduct where these things happened. That was the most popular spot. But once they enclosed it with wire, people started looking for alternate locations. Overlea is closest.”


    The city had covered the sides of the Viaduct, hoping to stop the spate of suicides, Dan recalled, but people simply found other places to jump. The numbers hadn’t changed. He did some quick mental calculations. Overlea was at least seventy-five metres high. A falling body would hit the ground at more than a hundred kilometres an hour. At that rate, you’d be pretty much assured of an instant death. For jumpers, that was often a factor. No one wanted to injure themselves and just make things worse as a result of not having tried hard enough.


    He glanced at the windows. A wide terrace ran alongside, the one-time scene of Lionel and Charles’s wedding, as Donny related. At thirty floors up, it too would be a suicide’s dream.


    “There’s more,” Lionel said, sounding strained. “While you were away, I kept looking into that file I told you about. I think it’s for off-shore investments. Money was being siphoned off from the Saddle and Bridle. Lots of it. I don’t know how Yuri managed to hide it from me.”


    “Have you told the police?”


    “No.”


    “You will probably have to.”


    Lionel nodded distractedly. “It always struck me as funny that Yuri never wanted me to do a full audit of the books. I never really questioned it.”


    “Do you think Yuri was into more than just a regular bar and nightclub business? We know about the drugs. Could he also have been dealing in arms, for instance? Something that would bring in a lot of money that he needed to hide?”


    “If he was, it was completely without my knowledge. I never saw anything like that going on behind the scenes.” Lionel nodded to a sheaf of papers on a sideboard. “See for yourself.”


    Dan leafed quickly through the documents, noting figures and cryptic letters that could have been account particulars.


    “Can any of it be traced?”


    Lionel shook his head. “I doubt it. This stuff goes into one account and then disappears into another. After that, no one knows where it ends up. I doubt you’d even find a name attached to it once it left Yuri’s hands.” He looked at his husband. “Charles has had experiences with this sort of thing. He could tell you about it.”


    From the look on Charles’s face, Dan sensed he had no intention of talking about it.


    “Nothing that would be of any help here,” Charles said. “But if the police get wind of this, they may target Lionel for running illegal financial operations for Yuri. So far, they haven’t said anything, but that could change. We have to be careful to protect his reputation.”


    And his life, Dan thought. He held up the file. “I think it might be wisest to let them know first. Can I take this with me for now?”


    Lionel shrugged. “Sure.”


    “We need to make sure you both are protected for the next while. The police have offered to help with that.”


    “We’ve already discussed it. I’m not sure what they can do,” Charles said, sceptically. “Nor do I particularly trust the police. Not now, not ever.”


    “Then I strongly advise you to hire somebody privately. Get yourselves a bodyguard.”


    “We’re well protected here,” Charles said. “You might not be able to tell from the lobby, but you’d need a SWAT team to get in. Why would we need anything more than what we have now?”


    Dan nodded over to the windows. “It’s pretty open up here. You never know what someone is capable of doing. Don’t underestimate the enemy, whoever it may be.”


    Charles scowled. “Can you recommend someone?”


    “I can ask around and come up with a name or two by tomorrow.”


    “All right. Send them to me and I’ll check into it,” Charles said. He looked at Lionel and shrugged. “It’s what lawyers do, after all.”


    Dan glanced back and forth between the two. Charles seemed a bit cavalier, though perhaps he simply didn’t want to appear to be rattled by the situation.


    Lionel’s elbow slipped on the arm of the couch. He steadied himself.


    “Your sleeping pills are kicking in,” Charles said. He turned to Dan. “He’s been a wreck the last few days. I think it’s starting to take a toll on him.”


    Lionel nodded to Dan. “I needed to calm myself down. I took them right after you called.”


    Charles stood and turned to Dan. “Can I get you something to drink? A beer?”


    “No, thanks.”


    “Tea? Coffee?”


    “A coffee would be good,” Dan said.


    Charles went to the kitchen.


    Lionel leaned back into the couch. “Sorry if I seem a little out of it. Charles thought it would be a good idea if I really knocked myself out and got a good night’s sleep.”


    “Just don’t overdo it,” Dan said. “I’ve had some pretty bad insomnia the last few years, but I still have to be careful how many pills I take.”


    “I was really worried before, but now it all seems a bit silly. I think maybe I’m feeling a little high.”


    Dan noticed the edges of a bruise peeking out from under his sleeve. “You hurt yourself,” he said.


    Lionel looked down and pulled his sleeve over it. “I banged into some workout equipment yesterday. Clumsy.”


    “Looks like a bad bruise,” Dan said.


    “Don’t worry, I’m okay.” He smiled. “Thanks for coming by this evening. We both appreciate it. I’m starting to feel better.”


    He struggled to keep his eyes open a moment longer, then gave up. His breathing was softly rhythmic by the time Charles returned with the coffee.


    Dan took a cup. “Looks like Lionel has had enough for this evening. I’ll just finish this and leave.”


    Charles glanced over at his husband’s sleeping figure.


    “I hate to see him going through this. He’s very sensitive. More than me, at any rate.” He studied the cuts on Dan’s face. “What really happened to you?”


    “I was attacked while I was away.”


    “In Quebec?”


    “Yes.”


    His brow furrowed. “And you think it has something to do with what happened to Yuri?”


    “I suspect it does.”


    Charles nodded. “Get me those names. I’ll look into getting some kind of security for the time being.”


    “I guarantee you’ll be happier knowing you’re both safe rather than worrying about it.” He nodded to Lionel. “I can help you carry him to bed before I go.”


    “Don’t worry about Lionel. I can handle him. But I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes.”


    “No problem,” Dan told him.


    “I don’t trust the police,” Charles continued. “I’ve said that already. Still, I’m just not convinced that Santiago was murdered. That seems a bit far-fetched. What do you think?”


    Dan considered the question. Despite his experience in Quebec, he was undecided. “I’d like to hear from the police whether or not they believe the death to be suicide. They may not want to reveal too much about the investigation just yet. It could be they think it’s in their best interest at present to go along with the suicide theory. At any rate, they can’t all be corrupt —”


    Charles cut him off. “What do you know of this Trposki character Lionel keeps mentioning? He seems to be at the heart of things.”


    “I agree, but I don’t have an answer for that. I’ve asked about him at police headquarters, but I don’t get much back by way of an answer.”


    “You have an inside source there?”


    “I’m friendly with the chief,” Dan said.


    Charles’s face registered surprise. “I didn’t know.”


    “In any case, when it comes to Trposki, if you see him I think you should avoid him if possible.”


    “I doubt I’d recognize him if I saw him again.” He put a hand on Dan’s forearm. “How’s your coffee?”


    Dan felt the heat in his touch and recalled Donny’s warning. Charles leaned forward, his handsome features caught in the light, a stage designer’s trompe l’oeil that had seduction written on it. Intention lay all over this man, from the cut of his silk shirt outlining hard pectorals to the crease of his pant leg that said he could be conservative and coy if you liked, but better lay in wait if you didn’t.


    “I’m good, thanks,” Dan said.


    Charles lifted the hand. Lionel snored lightly in his corner.


    “I better go,” Dan said, bundling the file Lionel had given him.


    If Charles was disappointed, he didn’t show it. He stood and walked Dan to the door. A picture on the mantel caught the reflection of a pinspot: Charles astride a well-groomed horse. Rich men and their hobbies, Dan thought, determined not to let himself be added to Charles’s list of amusements.


    “That’s Rocket,” Charles said, catching his glance.


    “Nice-looking horse. Is that the stable in the valley?” Dan asked.


    “Yes. Very near to where …” He shrugged.


    “Right.” Dan paused. “With Santiago dead, I’m assuming you won’t need my services any longer.”


    “Let’s take a few days and think it over. Lionel likes you. It might be in his best interests to keep you engaged for the time being.”


    “To do what?”


    Charles gave him an assured smile. “Maybe you can find out what really happened to Santiago. We can afford to keep you on.”


    Dan held up the file. “I think my job here is done once I bring this to the police.”


    “I understand.” Charles held out his hand. “Thanks for not worrying Lionel about your attack. And I won’t underestimate the enemy, as you put it. Not for a second.”


    They shook. The gap in the door narrowed until Charles disappeared behind it.


    At home, Dan went up to his office. He pored over the documents Lionel had given him. Substantial amounts of money seemed to have been forwarded to various accounts on a regular basis. Judging by the codes, it would be impossible for anyone but an expert to determine where. As well, there were lists showing smaller amounts indicating what appeared to be a series of regular expenditures. One weekly entry had a cellphone number at the bottom. He dialled it, but the line was no longer in service.


    He checked his watch. It was already past eleven. Inspector Johnston had said to call any time, but he wasn’t surprised when the call went directly to her answering service, her voice softly compelling him to leave his name and number.


    “This is Dan Sharp, Lydia. I got your message. Please call when you get a chance.”


    She called back within two minutes. He could tell from her voice that she’d been sleeping. He imaged her lying there listening to him, trying to shake off the vestiges of sleep before she dialled his number. Nevertheless, she had called.


    He gave her an update on his trip. She calmly offered a security contingent. He accepted it with a sense of relief. After his experience in Quebec, he wasn’t going to take any chances.


    “Are you home now?”


    “Yes.”


    “Would you prefer to stay there tonight or go to a hotel?”


    “My son will be coming home soon.”


    “I can have someone there after midnight,” she said.


    That was unusually fast, Dan thought, but then he’d been directed to her by the chief of police. Obviously she commanded a measure of authority and knew when to use it.


    “I’ve also advised my clients, Charles and Lionel, to hire private protection, since they don’t seem to want any of yours.” He paused. “Ex-clients, I should say. I bowed out of the job this evening.”


    She seemed to take the news with barely a moment’s consideration. “Do you think they’ll take your advice about hiring protection?”


    Dan hesitated, recalling Charles’s apparent disregard at his mention of the likelihood of danger. “I hope so. I can’t say for sure.”


    He told her about the file Lionel had given him. They made plans to meet the following morning, and then Dan wished her good night.


    He had just got off the phone when he heard the front door open. Ked was home. It was time to face the music.

  


  
    


    Twenty-One


    Alarmed Forces


    His son stood at the foot of the stairs nodding in time to his iPod, earphones plugged into his head like the tendrils of zombie plants creeping in while he was unaware. It was a whole universe inside those ear buds, Dan knew. Considering the state of the world at large, it wasn’t a wonder kids dissociated from it whenever they could. Dan’s generation had protested — economies, racism, wars, unjust laws — because they’d been told they could change things. The new generation just wrapped themselves in cocoons and waited things out, like a nuclear winter, hoping it wouldn’t get any worse. Their animated heroes fought greater and greater battles on computer screens, while the kids themselves seemed prematurely dogged, knowing they could never have even that much effect on the world.


    Ralph brushed past Dan down the stairs to greet Ked, who looked up and saw his father standing there. His smile faded as he caught sight of the bruise on Dan’s cheek.


    “Dad —!”


    “I’m okay.”


    “What happened?”


    Dan saw the panic rising in his son’s face. He would have to head this off quickly and deal with it as best he could.


    “C’mon — let’s sit in the living room. I need to talk to you.”


    Ked followed as Dan led the way. He sat on the couch across from his father. Ralph flopped himself at Ked’s feet. At least someone was taking this casually.


    Dan clasped his hands. The gesture made him feel old rather than calm and secure. “I went to Quebec City, as I told you the other day.”


    His son was holding on to his temper, but only just. “Dad! Just tell me what happened.”


    “I got beat up.”


    “Why?”


    That, of course, was the million-dollar question. Dan didn’t know why, precisely, and what he conjectured about the reasons for the attack could not fail to arouse fear in his son’s mind. One of the classic triggers of PTSD was to be put in fear for one’s own safety or the safety of a loved one. Was he putting his son on the very track that he’d fought so hard to get off?


    “Honestly, I don’t really know. I think it has something to do with a case I’ve been working on.”


    Ked just sat there, looking more tense by the minute.


    “Why were you even in Quebec City in the first place?”


    “I was there trying to find Lonnie’s remains.”


    His son looked crestfallen now. “Lonnie Rhodes? The guy who used to look after me when I was a kid?”


    “Yes. We — I — found his remains. He died there.”


    Why was it so hard for him to say Lonnie committed suicide?


    “How?”


    “He fell from a tower. He killed himself, Ked. I’m sorry to tell you that. It happened a long time ago, only we didn’t know about it until recently. That’s why I went to Quebec, to bring him back.”


    Ked nodded. Dan hated spilling it all out to him like this.


    A memory flashed. One afternoon, when Ked was four or five, they’d been out in the backyard when a fierce squawking caught their attention. Turning, they watched a hawk lift off from the roof with a squirrel clutched in its claws. The bird flew to the top of a nearby tree and proceeded to tear the rodent apart. Dan saw the realization dawn in his son’s face: something that had been alive was suddenly gone in seconds. It was his first encounter with violent death. The only thing worse than knowing was not knowing, Dan told himself.


    “Why? Why did Lonnie kill himself?”


    “He wasn’t well emotionally. He may have been schizophrenic. We’re not really sure.”


    “And now his mother’s dying in the hospital?”


    Dan nodded. “Yes, in all likelihood.”


    “This is what you were trying to tell me the other day, isn’t it? When you said things happen to people and you can’t always do something about it.”


    “Yes. It is.”


    “And that’s why you do what you do? To try to change things for people? To make things better for them?”


    Dan was grateful Ked had made the association, though he wouldn’t have described his work in such terms.


    “I do what I do to help people get answers. Sometimes. I don’t always get answers. And when I do, it’s not always enough, but that’s what I try to do for them, yes.”


    Ralph moaned and rolled onto his side, as though some secret had finally been revealed and a great weight lifted at having things out in the open.


    “So who beat you up?”


    “I don’t know for sure, but I’m pretty sure it was nothing to do with Lonnie or Domingo. It has to do with a case I’m working on. That’s all I know. Some people don’t want me doing what I’m doing, because they don’t want certain information to come out. I’m trying to find someone who may have that information.”


    “Why did they follow you to Quebec?”


    That was what Dan had been asking himself all the way back home. Why would they follow him to Quebec? Should he state the obvious, that it was just an easy way to get rid of him, by following him away from home where he’d be vulnerable and in need of protection? Because that was the only likely explanation why they would track him out of town when he was looking for the remains of a dead boy.


    “I don’t really know, Ked. But it means they’re serious about wanting me to stop doing what I’ve been doing.”


    “And will you stop now?”


    Dan heard the fear in his son’s voice, but he resolved not to lie to him.


    “No.” He paused. “Listen, I want you to go and stay with your mother for a few days.”


    Dan saw the flash in Ked’s eyes.


    “I know you hate it when I say that. I’m sorry.”


    “Why? Why do I have to go?”


    Just — to avoid complications.”


    “Why?”


    “I just told you.”


    “You didn’t tell me anything. Are you staying here?”


    “I’ll stay here, yes.”


    Ked stood. “Then I’m staying.”


    “No, Ked —”


    “Dad, I’m staying. I mean it!”


    “It might not be safe for you. You need to leave. Just for a few days till I know everything is safe.”


    “Then who looks after you?”


    “I’ll have police security. They’ll be outside in a car.”


    His son loomed over him. When had he grown so big?


    “Do you think I’m going to be able to sleep at Mom’s place knowing you’re here alone in the house?”


    Somehow, Dan didn’t know when, his son had become an adult. Sooner or later, he was going to have to accept and deal with it. He knew his home was secure — strong locks on the doors and windows, an armed circuit that sent alerts whenever a breach was noted. No one could get in without triggering an alarm at the security division’s head office, which was monitored twenty-four-seven. He was safe. But then that was probably what Yuri Malevski had believed at one time.


    Dan stared up at his son. There was no getting around him. The time had come when his son could say “no” to him and hold his ground. That wasn’t a surprise: Dan had raised Ked to think about what was good for himself as well as others. Tonight he was doing both, knowing they were inextricably intertwined. Ked could not go to his mother’s and at the same time also not worry about his father. Nor would Dan have felt any different in his shoes. But the fact was they now had the assurance of an armed guard at their residence. If they went to Kendra’s house or to a hotel, they would not even have that, and it might bring danger to her. It seemed as though the choice had been made for them.


    “All right,” Dan said slowly, hoping he was doing the right thing. “We’ll stay here together, you and me.”


    Ked sighed with relief.


    “I don’t know what time the guard will be coming, so for now we have to remain vigilant,” Dan told him.


    “I can do that.”


    Dan had visions of his son sitting armed at a window, keeping watch over the yard hour after hour till the morning light.


    “No tough-guy shenanigans. We don’t have guns to protect ourselves. This isn’t TV and we are not Americans. No vigilante antics, no crazy stuff. Just listen and keep alert. Is that clear?”


    “Yes.”


    “When we go to bed, we’ll both be upstairs. All the doors and window are locked. The alarm is on. If you hear anything at all, you call 911 immediately. Then you call me. I’ll keep my cellphone on all night, sitting right beside me.”


    “Don’t worry, I will. Good night.”


    Dan heard the latch click into place. In fact, he realized with a smile, he could have done a lot worse for a personal bodyguard.

  


  
    


    Twenty-Two


    Rare Flowers


    The plant was on the kitchen table when Dan got up in the morning. He opened a palm-sized envelope and read the card: I’m sorry. Then underneath: Hank, xo. As apologies went, it was neither original nor comprehensive, but Dan could tell Hank was genuinely sorry by the simple fact that he’d sent it. Still, it would do nothing to change his mind about seeing him again.


    He looked over at Ked, who stood wrestling with a spatula, transferring pancakes from frying pan to plate.


    “Good night’s sleep?”


    “Yeah, Dad. All good. You?”


    “Yes, thanks. I take it this showed up this morning?” Dan said, with a nod at the brightly wrapped offering.


    “Special delivery.” Ked said. “I signed for it. The guy wasn’t going to leave it on the porch. He said it was too expensive.”


    Dan looked at the flower; it was an orchid of some sort. The leaves were a deep, waxy green, the stems laden with violet blossoms dropping downward. Fleshy roots gripped the potting material like fingers poking through soil and groping hesitantly at the world around them.


    “I saw the name on the delivery slip. Who’s Hank?”


    Dan smiled. It was like Ked to keep track of his amorous pursuits, even when Dan tried to keep them to himself.


    “A nice guy who meant well, but not a contender, as they say.”


    Ked hesitated. “Well, I hope you keep the orchid at least. It’s nice.”


    Dan turned over the instructions, noting that his new acquisition required select environmental conditions, liking it neither too hot nor too cold. Goldilocks would approve, he mused. This particular plant, it said, was known as C. Purity coerulea. The irony wasn’t lost on him. Hank might be sorry, but he was still cheeky.


    “Let’s see how green my thumb is at keeping it alive,” he said at last. “Sounds like orchids are fussy about their environment.”


    “I can lend you my sling psychrometer to measure the humidity.”


    Ked pointed to the paraphernalia splayed out on the sideboard. It looked like a complicated child’s toy.


    “Is it finished?”


    “I stayed up all night working on it.”


    Dan noted the dark circles under his son’s eyes with a mixture of amusement and fatherly concern. Nothing he wouldn’t have done at that age. His raised eyebrows said Ked was supposed to have been sleeping, but that under the circumstances perhaps the behavioural lapse would be overlooked.


    “Watch this,” Ked said excitedly.


    He gripped the psychrometer at the base and twirled it overhead. A pair of arms lifted and whirled like helicopter blades. After a minute he stopped and placed it on the table.


    “Now we check it.”


    He pointed to two thermometers encased in glass.


    “The first one is dry,” he said. “It measures the actual room temperature. The second is wrapped in a wet cloth. It calculates the temperature as the water evaporates, so that should be cooler. Now we take the two numbers …” He leaned over a numeric table in a textbook. “… then we do a calculation and voilá! We have the relative humidity of the atmosphere. In this room, it’s 22.3 percent.”


    He looked up expectantly. “Are you impressed?”


    “Of course,” Dan said. “Everything you do impresses me.”


    “Cool. I can never tell from looking at your face. You don’t show much emotion.”


    “Well, I am very impressed. And I wish you luck in the science fair.”


    Ked looked at the flower. “I don’t know if this guy is going to be happy here. The card says orchids like a humidity level between 40 and 80 percent. We could get a humidifier, but at that level it might peel the paint off the walls. What we really need is a greenhouse.”


    Dan thought of the moisture-laden atmosphere in Yuri Malevski’s lush, indoor garden. “I don’t know if one plant translates into a greenhouse, but I’ll keep it in mind.”


    “Actually, I did a bit of research,” Ked continued. “If we put a few flowers together on a tray covered with pebbles and then pour water onto it, it produces a micro-climate that keeps the humidity levels higher. They sell orchids at Loblaw’s. I could get a few more.”


    Dan gave his son a curious glance.


    “You know, to make the house a bit greener.” Ked put a plate mounded with pancakes on the table. “To make it feel more homey. Or something.”


    “Okay by me,” Dan said, reaching for a fork.


    “Good?” Ked asked.


    “You bet.”


    Pancakes were a shared culinary passion dating from Ked’s childhood, when Dan made them as a Saturday-morning treat. Now he was getting them served to him in return. He wondered how far Ked would take the campaign to look out for his well-being. From making sure he didn’t spend the night alone, through negotiating the reckless passage of his romantic interests and seeing his nutrition was looked after, his son had Dan’s best interests at heart.


    He checked his watch: he just had time for a second look at Lionel’s file before meeting Lydia Johnston. Coffee in the village appealed to him.


    “I have to go soon. I’d like us both to leave together. I can drive you to school, if you like. That way I won’t have to worry about you while I’m out.”


    Ked’s expression said he concurred. While his father’s face might not show much emotion, Ked’s did, and clearly this openness was a good thing as far as he was concerned.


    “I’m ready any time you are.”


    The Second Cup was dead, but that was just as well, as far as Dan was concerned. No noise was good noise. He sat in one of the stuffed armchairs in front of the gas fire, spreading his coffee and paperwork on the table before him.


    He struggled with his fold-up reading glasses, the latest encumbrance in his fight against mortality. Untangled at last, he set them on his nose then went through the accounts methodically, stopping to note Lionel’s penciled !!!’s in the margins directing him to hidden errors, strange codes, and numbers made to look like something other than what they were. Wormholes where the dollars trickled away unseen by any but the most observant. Dan felt as if he were filching a corpse’s secrets, hauling Yuri Malevski and his dark secrets back from the grave.


    Half an hour later, he scooped up the papers and stuffed them into his briefcase. He’d just stepped out into the sunlight, blinking away the brightness, when a half-familiar face passed by.


    “Excuse me,” Dan called out.


    “Yes?” came the throaty reply.


    There was nothing pretty about it: heavy eyelids, coarse skin, the mouth downturned at the edges. Instead, there was a commanding gaze and black eyes set slightly too far apart, pitiless as a hawk alert for prey from a thousand feet up. All the features were over-pronounced, like a burlesque queen in full makeup, as though the proper distance for viewing this face would always be from a stage. The scent of frangipani at midnight was the only hint of femininity.


    “Are you Jan?”


    Dan wondered what life must be like on the street for a transgendered person. Being gay was hard enough when it came to dealing with the world at large, but this was a notch above.


    “I think so. And you would be?”


    “Dan Sharp. I’m a private investigator.”


    Jan’s expression turned from surly disregard to one of interest.


    “Really? A private dick. I didn’t think they existed outside of the movies.”


    “I exist. Have you got a moment to talk?”


    “About what?”


    “Yuri Malevski.”


    “Well, let’s see. Did you make an appointment? Hmm? I don’t believe so. I’m on my way to the Hassle-Free Clinic at the moment.” Jan paused and leaned against the wall with all the poise of a first-class hooker. “The sexual health centre? Apparently they want to counsel me not to go around spreading filthy diseases. Not that I would.”


    “I was wondering what you could tell me about your relationship with Yuri.”


    “I don’t have one. He’s dead.”


    “But you used to know him.”


    “That was a long time ago. Before he decided he didn’t need friends. Permanently.” Jan gave an impatient shrug. “Yuri was all right. He was just too temperamental for his own good. We got along for a while and then one day we didn’t. There’s nothing to tell.”


    “What did you disagree about?”


    “He thought I made a pass at his boyfriend.” Jan’s eyes rolled dismissively. “I didn’t, if you’re wondering.”


    “Did you like Santiago?”


    “Not by a long shot. But I don’t speak ill of the dead.”


    “You heard then.”


    Jan shrugged again. “What can I say? Word gets around.”


    Two skateboarders in ragged jeans and T-shirts zoomed past, the pace of life on the street revving up.


    “What about a kid named Ziggy? He was living at Yuri’s place and might have sold drugs out of the Saddle and Bridle.”


    “Sure. Tell me something I don’t know.”


    “So it’s true?”


    “That Ziggy sold drugs or that he lived with Yuri?”


    “Either. Both.”


    “Then ‘yes’ to both, as far as I know. Though I don’t think Ziggy is what you’d call a big-time drug dealer. He sells the odd joint. He used to be a heroin user, but he quit last I heard.”


    “Do you think drugs had anything to do with Yuri’s murder?”


    Jan snorted. “There may have been drugs going through that home, but Yuri’s murder wasn’t about drugs.”


    Dan watched the expressions flitting across Jan’s features, the face no doubt reshaped and rebuilt. How much would have been impossible to say. Charles had been right in saying it would be difficult to make a snap judgment about gender.


    Jan caught the look.


    “You’re wondering whether I am or not? Well, don’t get yourself all bothered about pronouns and such. I am a full-blooded woman. You wanna feel my boobies to make sure?”


    The question was followed by the same throaty cackle Dan had heard the first time he saw Jan on the street.


    “It’s all right. I’ll take your word for it. So it wasn’t about drugs. What was it about then?”


    “You better look closer to home, baby. That’s all I can tell you.”


    “The Lockie House, I assume you mean. You used to work there, didn’t you?”


    “A lot of people worked there. I was one of them.”


    “Do you know the security code for the house?”


    “I used to, but not lately. Not for a long time before Yuri was killed, if that’s what you’re implying. I couldn’t remember it now to save my life.”


    “Do you know who else had it?”


    Jan sighed. “As I said, look closer to home.”


    Something occurred to Dan. “Do you know a guy called the P-Man?”


    “You mean Pig?”


    “So you know him?”


    “I knew him. Sure. He’s quite the piece of work for a straight guy. He was a regular at the Lockie House, once upon a time.”


    “Really? I got the distinct impression he didn’t like Yuri Malevski.”


    “He did and then he didn’t. Just like me.”


    “Why?”


    Jan smiled. “It could have something to do with the night a bunch of drag queens got him so drunk he passed out. When he woke up, he wasn’t wearing anything except a lot of lipstick kisses all over his body. And I mean all over. He never spoke to Yuri after that.”


    “Is he what you meant when you said to look closer to home?”


    Jan shrugged. “Oh, baby — you look pretty smart, for a dick. You’ll figure it out.”


    Dan felt a flash of annoyance. “If you know anything relevant, you should go to the police before they come to you. Otherwise, you can be charged with withholding information.”


    Jan brushed a length of hair over a shoulder. “Do you think I should turn myself into the police? I could do with a new set of head shots.”


    “You should tell them whatever you know.”


    “I don’t know anything. It’s all street talk. I’m just telling you — look closer to home. I think I heard that in a movie.”


    “What movie?”


    “The one with the bell tower and the bridge. Somebody jumps. I can’t remember the name of it.”


    Dan felt a jolt at the mention of jumping. “Who jumps?”


    “Some blond chick.”


    “And what would I find if I looked closer to home?”


    Jan shrugged. “I surely don’t know, baby. You should watch that movie and you might figure it out. You know somebody had to clean up that mess.”


    Jan turned and sashayed down the sidewalk, hips sawing back and forth with as much conviction as Mae West exiting on a famous one-liner.

  


  
    


    Twenty-Three


    Post-Op


    Inside police headquarters, Dan had barely waited a minute before he was ushered into Inspector Johnston’s office. She was friendly but businesslike as she offered him a seat.


    “Thanks for coming in. It’s been busy since you were gone. As you no doubt know, I met one of your ex-clients, quite by coincidence as it turns out.”


    “Yes, I heard. You asked Lionel to identify a body.”


    She flashed him one of her rare smiles. “His business card was discovered on the body. When I heard his name, I recognized it thanks to you. The chief already knew it from the investigation.” She paused. “We think the suicide could be an admission of guilt on the ex-boyfriend’s part. If he killed Malevski, whether it was accidental or premeditated, then the grief may have hit him harder than he expected.”


    “Then you’re convinced his death was suicide?”


    “Young man jumps off a bridge in the dead of night with no witnesses?” Only her raised eyebrows said she might leave room for skepticism. “Until we have reason to believe otherwise.”


    “So the fall was what killed him? No traces of Rohypnol or anything suggesting he might have been drugged and pushed over?”


    “The fall definitely killed him. Rohypnol doesn’t stay in the body long, but toxicology reports for both Rohypnol and alcohol were negative.”


    They stared one another down for a second.


    “I find it suspicious that a suspect in the case dies before he can be found and questioned,” Dan said. “Particularly since Santiago was the one in charge of handing protection money over to corrupt cops.”


    She sighed. “Me, too. But for now, I don’t have a lot to go on. Is there anything you can tell me?”


    “I don’t have much to add, but I just had an encounter with a transwoman named Jan — sort of a fixture in the gay village. I don’t have any contact info. Jan knew Yuri and suggested I should look closer to home if I want to know who killed him.”


    “Any idea what that means?”


    Dan shook his head. “None, though I had a strange encounter with a next-door neighbour who calls himself Pig.”


    “Charming. I’ll look into it. Anything else?”


    “Apparently it could have something to do with a movie about a bridge and a bell tower.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Let’s not make this harder than it has to be. Tell me about Quebec again.”


    Dan outlined briefly what occurred, how he’d been pursued by two men waiting outside his hotel, had grabbed one of them, then tackled a third before changing hotels.


    “Did you report the incident to the police there?”


    “No. I saw no point. As far as I can tell, it had nothing to do with why I went to Quebec. These guys were professionals.”


    She gave him a wry look. “Not so professional you couldn’t outfight them.”


    “True. Was there anything to report from your security detail on my home last night?”


    She shook her head. “Nothing. I had a patrol in place not long after midnight. There was nothing suspicious from then until the time you left in the morning. I have someone on your house now and we’ll keep him there for the time being. You’ll get ample warning should we decide to curtail the operation, in case you want to hire someone privately.”


    “Thanks for that. I appreciated your getting there on such quick notice.”


    She considered this for a moment. “The reason we were able to move so quickly on assigning you protection was that we had already considered it a possibility. In fact, we thought there was a chance you might be a target …”


    Dan’s eyebrows shot up.


    “… so we granted you emergency clearance.”


    He managed a rueful smile. “Nice, but I could have done with a little security in Quebec.”


    “You did have. We had a man tailing you there.”


    Dan’s smile faded.


    Lydia nodded. “Nothing official, of course. We don’t interfere in Quebec police operations. This was a private request from the chief, completely off the books.” She gave him a knowing look. “As he told me, you did him one hell of a favour once.”


    She picked up her phone, all the while watching Dan’s face.


    “Send him in please,” she said into the receiver.


    The office door opened. For a second, Dan barely felt a jolt on finding himself face to face with the hirsute stalker he’d encountered in Quebec City. Then it hit him square in the stomach. He turned to Johnston. She’d set him up, after convincing him to believe her. He felt the betrayal. She was still talking, but the words scarcely registered. Something about “… one of ours … thought it was time you two met … best to clear this up before we go any further.”


    A hand extended. Dan stood and blinked.


    “You gave me a hell of a wallop,” the man said.


    He was still trying to make sense of things, to glean some meaning in the confusion of words. Lydia was telling him that Sergeant Nick Trposki wasn’t really on the take, but only pretending to be in order to gain inside information, officer to officer.


    Their hands met over the desk. Dan felt the prickle of sweat running between his pectorals.


    “So, please,” Lydia was saying. “Don’t keep slugging our best officers and your security contingent.”


    Dan shook his head. “This is why you couldn’t tell me.”


    “That’s right. And of course it goes without saying that this is completely in confidence. You’ll probably be seeing Sergeant Trposki around from time to time. Try not to act surprised.” She turned to her colleague. “Thank you, Sergeant. That will be all.”


    Dan watched as he went out the door.


    Lydia turned to him. “The chief has asked me to fill you in on the case, if you’d like to hear it.”


    Dan nodded and sat down again. “Please.”


    “We’ve been going over Yuri Malevski’s phone records. We were able to determine that he made at least one call of twenty-three seconds duration in the days prior to his death. That call was relayed by satellite over the west coast of Mexico.”


    Dan nodded. “Lionel — my ex-client — mentioned getting a call from his boss while he was in Puerto Vallarta.”


    “Yes, it was to his number. Do you know what they talked about?”


    “I don’t think they spoke. Yuri left a message to confirm their meeting on Lionel’s return. Yuri’s cell was full when Lionel called back, so he left a message on Yuri’s home phone saying he would be back in time for the meeting.”


    Inspector Johnston nodded. “That jibes with what we know. We found his reply on an answering machine in the home. There were a few other messages with it. One was from a florist about a delivery. We wondered if that was code for drugs.”


    Dan laughed. “Not very subtle if it was, but it was probably legit. He had a greenhouse.”


    “The day after the call to Mexico, Malevski used his cell to text a number we still haven’t been able to trace. It was one of those disposable mobile phones, paid for by cash in Chinatown. Whoever had it seems to have tossed it since.”


    “What was the text?”


    “A series of four numbers. At first we thought it was an account reference number, but now we think it was his entry code. He changed it the week of his murder. We’re assuming it’s because he was worried about something. We don’t know exactly how many people had it, but presumably only a handful at best.”


    “So if Yuri changed his entry code and sent the new numbers to someone not long before he was killed, he might inadvertently have set up his own murder.”


    “At the moment, that’s our theory. It could have been the owner of that phone.” She caught his expression. “Do you know who it might have gone to?”


    “In fact, I might. There’s a kid named Ziggy who’s staying in a cubbyhole on the third floor of the Malevski mansion —”


    “We know about the kid. So far we’ve haven’t been able to talk to him. We thought he’d done a runner, but I don’t think anyone knew about the cubbyhole. Do you think he’s our killer?”


    Dan scratched his head. “I’m not sure. For one thing, I don’t think he would have stuck around after the murder if he killed Yuri. For another, I went through his diary when he wasn’t there.”


    He caught Lydia’s look.


    “Oh! Didn’t I tell you I went to the house and looked around?”


    “Not to my knowledge, no.”


    “Okay, so I went to the house and looked around. Lionel gave me the code. From what I could tell, you guys were finished with the place.”


    She tapped a pencil on her desk. “It’s still a crime scene, Dan.”


    “I’ll remember that next time.” He grinned. “Don’t worry — I didn’t touch anything.”


    “Except a diary we probably should be having a good look at.”


    “Yeah — I wondered why you hadn’t. Anyway, according to the diary, Ziggy was locked out by Yuri for using hard drugs the week of the murder. I know the people Ziggy stayed with while he was away. That part checks out.”


    “But it was Ziggy who Yuri texted the new code to?”


    “No. He accidentally saw the code on Yuri’s cell.”


    “Then he must have seen Yuri.”


    “I’m not sure. He said he went back to apologize, but never got the chance.”


    She looked annoyed. “Well, where’s the phone? We don’t have it. It wasn’t in the house. All we have are the phone records.”


    “Maybe Yuri left it at the bar.”


    “We checked. It’s not there. So if your boy didn’t see Yuri, how did he get back in the house?


    “He said he sneaked in when the cleaning lady arrived.”


    “Cleaning lady! What cleaning lady?” Lydia made a show of mock-pulling her hair. “Let’s go over this again.”


    Dan told her what he knew.


    “So you’re saying Yuri was killed by a cleaning lady? Wouldn’t Ziggy have seen or heard something, if he was there? Or were they in on it together?”


    “That I can’t say. You’ll have to ask him.”


    Lydia sat back. “You’ve certainly been busy. The chief’s away today, but I’ll pass this along when he returns.”


    Dan considered what she’d told him. “How much time elapsed between Yuri sending the text and being killed?”


    “I’m sure you know forensics is a bit iffy when it comes to pinpointing time of death. It’s an imperfect science, impossible to narrow anything down to minutes. Hours maybe, but even that’s dicey. Sometimes when the body is so decomposed you can’t even narrow it down to specific days or weeks. Malevski’s body was discovered Saturday. The coroner placed his death within days, but whether that means two, three, or, at a long shot, stretching it to four days is anybody’s guess.”


    “So he makes a phone call on Tuesday, sends a text on Wednesday, and then fails to show up for a meeting on Saturday, by which time he’s dead.”


    She nodded. “That’s what we know.”


    “We also know that between sending the text and finding his body, the house was visited by Ziggy and a cleaning lady. What about the code? Can you tell when it was used?”


    She checked the papers in front of her. “The log shows it was used once on Tuesday, once on Wednesday, and then again on Thursday. It wasn’t used again until we entered the house on Saturday and discovered the body.”


    “Tuesday and Wednesday might simply have been Yuri coming and going. Thursday could have been the cleaning lady and the boy sneaking back in. Ziggy told me he came to apologize, but never saw Yuri again. If he’s telling the truth, it sounds to me like Wednesday or Thursday are your best bets for the murder.”


    “That jibes with what the coroner said. After the body was discovered, we disabled the alarm for convenience. Once we were finished our investigation we told your accountant he could reset it.”


    Dan smiled. “Yes, he reset it to the old code. He told me he has a habit of dotting i’s and crossing t’s. He also said Yuri changed the code from time to time to discourage entry by people he’d given the code to and then wished he hadn’t.”


    “We’re still hoping to find his phone. It might be interesting to see what messages are on it. Sometimes these things only make sense after everything is put together.”


    “When I see Ziggy again, I’ll ask him about it. I’ll also tell him to call you and answer whatever questions you might have.” He paused. “No guarantees, but I’ll try. He seems to trust me.”


    “Great. Thanks for doing our job for us.”


    Dan hadn’t seen Domingo since leaving for Quebec. He called her cell several times, but there was no answer and he hadn’t left a message to tell her about Lonnie. News like that needed to be delivered in person. He made his way to the hospital now, feeling the weight of doom he carried and wondering whether she’d be strong enough today to bear it.


    In the corridor, two spectral-looking men sat at opposites ends of a bench, both dressed in blue hospital gowns. They looked like bookends, oblivious to one another as much as to the rest of the ward bustling around them. For some, the world went by far too fast; for others it barely moved.


    Domingo wasn’t in her room. Dan thought she might be out wandering the halls or perhaps was being taken around in her wheelchair by Adele.


    He went to the front desk to ask.


    “Are you family, love?” the clerk asked in a soft Irish brogue.


    Dan hesitated a fraction of a second then said, “Yes, I’m her brother.”


    She eyed him skeptically. “Is that a fact now?”


    “Half-brother,” he amended.


    “And you weren’t informed that her condition had changed?”


    He felt his heartbeat skip. “I just got back to town,” he said, truthfully. “I was in Quebec.”


    “Well, your half-sister had a fall. She was operated on for an embolism two days ago. She’s in the ICU.” She nodded to a corridor. “You’ll find gowns and masks outside the door. Make sure you’re wearing them and drop them in the bin outside her door when you leave. No exceptions: no mask and gown, no entry.”


    “Got it,” Dan said. “Thanks.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    He found Domingo alone in the room. Her face was outlined in the light coming from the window. There was a big teddy bear beside a heart-shaped card from Adele on the table. Dan sat and took her hand in his. Her breathing was relaxed, but she didn’t wake. No one else came in while he waited. After an hour, he got up and left.

  


  
    


    Twenty-Four


    Clean


    Dan made his way back to the Lockie House, glancing around the yard as he entered. The spring rains had caused the gardens nearly to double in size since his first visit. There were no creepy neighbours watching his every move today, but no doubt the P-Man was not far off. He made a mental note to ask Lydia if he’d been on the list of people questioned in the aftermath of the killing.


    Inside, the late-morning light lent the interior an air of repose, despite the fact that Yuri Malevski had been murdered there and now his former lover, Santiago Suárez, was dead as well. Malevski may have died at his lover’s hands, making Santiago’s death a belated murder-suicide, if it was in fact suicide. As well, one of Dan’s oldest friends lay in a hospital with her life running out, dreaming of trains. For the present, at least, Dan Sharp felt himself very much in the land of the living — last he’d checked.


    In the sitting room, the silver candelabra had been removed from the piano top, leaving a faint ring in the dust. The portrait of the endlessly suffering Christ now lay on its back, staring vacantly at the ceiling. It seemed someone was pilfering from Yuri Malevski’s estate. Dan thought he knew who.


    Upstairs, he peered into the master bedroom. It looked the same as the last time he’d been there. He glanced at Santiago’s amateurish portrait of his lover. Yuri’s eyes seemed to glare in the dim light. Maybe he was angry about the intrusion.


    “Tell me your secrets,” Dan demanded. “And I’m not talking about the drugs and the orgies. That’s tame. I want to know about the guns and especially the money. Where were you sending it and why?”


    The portrait failed to respond.


    “In time, I’ll find out. I guarantee it.”


    Look closer to home, Jan had said, sounding like a modern-day harpy playing Cassandra. Well, here I am, Dan thought. What exactly is there to find? A movie with a bridge and a bell tower. More melodrama or obvious truth? There’d been a death — either suicide or murder — from a bridge, but so far there was no bell tower in sight. Then again, who was to say the house didn’t once have one?


    Down the hall, he knocked on the hollow panel. No response. It opened at his touch. At first he thought the diary was missing, then he saw a corner peeking out from under the futon. He flipped it open. Ziggy had written in it the day of their encounter: Met a nice guy today. He’s older, sexy as hell, but he already told me he isn’t into relationships. Or at least not with me. Typical. The younger guys think I’m a jerk and the older guys think I’m too much work. (Hey, that rhymes!) Too complicated, I guess. Still, he offered to help me sort out my shit. Thinks he can help me with my problems. Ha! I doubt it. I’m too fucked up, but I like him so it won’t hurt to talk. Maybe I’ll try to seduce him again.


    Hardly a ringing endorsement, Dan thought, but it was something.


    A day later, Ziggy’s spirits plummeted: Don’t know why I bother. I have no idea what I’ll do when I have to leave here. Yuri was the last good thing that happened to me. Why even keep trying when every day feels like lead skies? I’d rather be dead.


    Though he was inclined to dismiss it as teenage angst, Dan was concerned all the same. This time Ziggy didn’t surprise him by showing up out of nowhere, but sooner or later their paths would cross again. When that happened, he’d be prepared.


    He turned to a later entry, made while he was away in Quebec: Guess who called? He wants to meet at the Beaver!


    Not me, Dan thought. Who else would he be so excited about meeting?


    He flipped back to the February entries. According to the dates, Ziggy followed the cleaning lady back into the house on a Thursday, as Dan had guessed. By Saturday, Yuri was dead. Did that mean one of them was the killer or had someone else been there?


    Dan went downstairs. He needed to find the cleaner. Where better to look than the kitchen? The outside of the fridge yielded a few sticky notes and a handful of photos evoking enough madness and mayhem to populate an entire Pride float. They included a garish assortment of hustlers, drag queens, musclemen on steroids, several shots of Yuri, and a face Dan recognized as the P-Man’s, looking very jolly indeed. Obviously, the picture had been taken in the days before his encounter with a gaggle of randy DQs. But then again, according to Donny, the world of late had become a morass of fluid sexuality. Still, there was nothing that looked like a phone number.


    Next, Dan pawed through papers and letters stacked on the kitchen counter. Inside a drawer, a messy assortment of bills and flyers dominated. There was little of interest until he came to a single sheet of note paper with a flowery frill around the edges: a record of payments under the words Irma — home and a phone number.


    “Gotcha!”


    He dialled.


    “Hello, is that Irma?”


    “Who is it, please?”


    The Bela Lugosi accent Ziggy had described.


    “Just a person with a very dirty house. A friend gave me your number. He said you were reasonably priced.”


    “Yes, I am cleaner. What you need?”


    “Just a little light housework. We can work on a cash basis, if you prefer.”


    The words came quickly. “Yes, is good. Where, please?”


    He gave her the address as he checked his watch. “This afternoon? Two o’clock?”


    “Yes. I am coming.”


    She hung up. Now all he needed was to go home and wait.


    The woman who arrived at his door was small and neat. Plaid skirt and pink blouse. Dove-grey hair. Hardly a killer, but then again, you never knew. Hadn’t Ziggy said she was a religious fanatic? Sometimes that was all it took.


    She gave him a tentative smile and held out a gloved hand. “I am Irma.”


    They shook.


    “Hello, Irma. I’m Dan.”


    He watched as she entered and sized up the room. Her face showed approval: this was the home of someone who took pride in his possessions and kept them in good order.


    Her eyes lit up when she saw the teak table. “Is nice,” she said, running a finger along the grain. She turned back to him. “I am good worker, very clean. Never steal.”


    “Glad to hear it,” Dan said. “I approve of honesty.”


    She frowned, as though he’d made fun of her. “I am good woman,” she assured him. “Where is wacuum?”


    Dan showed her to the pantry. She smiled when she saw the Dyson. Undoubtedly a reliable brand. She pulled out a mop and bucket.


    Dan left her and went to his office. From time to time, the sounds of cleaning reached his ears. After an hour, she called up to say she’d finished. She waited while he examined her handiwork, the miracles she’d wrought with a vacuum and a few household cleaners. Everything gleamed.


    “I leave windows open for fresh,” she said. “Upstairs now?”


    “Later,” he said. “Irma, I know you worked for a man named Yuri Malevski.”


    A hand flew to her mouth.


    “Don’t be frightened,” Dan said, though the words had little effect. “I just want to ask you a few questions.”


    “Please — I am afraid!”


    He indicated a chair. “Please sit.”


    She slumped into the seat, rigid with fear.


    “You worked at his house in Parkdale?”


    She stared at him a few seconds then nodded.


    “Was the alarm always on?”


    “Alarm?”


    “Security system.”


    She nodded again. “Yes.”


    “Was there any other way into the house? Any way to get in without tripping the alarm?”


    She shook her head. Tears welled in her eyes.


    Dan knelt beside her and spoke softly. “I am not with the police. I’m not with Immigration. Do you understand?’


    She removed a Kleenex from her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes.


    “Yes, thank you.” She grasped his arm. Her grip was surprisingly strong. “I don’t want to sent back.”


    “Please tell me about the house.”


    She looked off, as though seeing it from a distance. “Is much evil. So much drugs and sex. Now murder. So terrible!”


    “I understand. That’s not why I’m asking these questions. I just want to know about the security system.”


    “There is no other way inside. Mr. Malevski has code. Numbers code.”


    “I know about the code. You punch in four numbers and the light turns from red to green.”


    “Yes, is always code.”


    “And Yuri texted you a new code whenever he changed it?”


    “Yes, before I am coming.”


    “Did you ever give the code to anyone else?”


    She clutched her breast in a portrait of shocked indignation. “Never! I never give this —!”


    “It’s okay. I just wondered. What about this boy, Santiago Suárez? Do you know him?”


    “Yes.” She managed a smile. “He is nice boy.”


    Dan toyed with telling her that Santiago killed himself, but she already looked too frightened. “He had the code?”


    “Yes. Is living in house. Nice boy. Very clean.”


    “When did you last see him there?”


    Her face took on its worried cast again. “He is not coming to house after they are fighting.”


    “Santiago and Mr. Malevski?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did you know about the boy who lived in the small space under the eaves?”


    She nodded again.


    “His name is Ziggy?”


    “Yes. This is correct.”


    “Did they fight? Did Mr. Malevski hurt Ziggy?” He raised his fists. Irma started in fright. “I’m sorry, I won’t hurt you. Can I make you some tea?”


    “Please, I must go now.”


    She made a move to rise from the chair.


    Dan held up his hands. “Not yet. Please.”


    She sank back.


    He waited till she was calm, reading her body language like a wild animal’s. “The boy, Ziggy. Is he a good boy?”


    “He is …” She trailed off, as though words had escaped her.


    “Different?” Dan suggested.


    She touched her head. “Yes. Here.”


    “Do you think Ziggy killed Yuri? Mr. Malevski?”


    Irma winced. She knew something, Dan felt, but how to get her to say it? You better look closer to home, baby. What exactly did that mean?


    “Yes,” she said at last.


    “Why? Why would he do that?”


    “Sometimes …” She looked away, as though trying to find a place to disappear, to get away from this madman who had trapped her with his questions. “Sometimes we suffer. Love is hard. God’s love is hard!”


    God’s love! Dan thought of the pamphlets she left on the piano, the ones Ziggy said Yuri laughed about.


    “Always God is testing us,” she said.


    “You cleaned the house on a Thursday?”


    “Yes, Thursday always is my cleaning day.”


    “Thursday always is your cleaning day,” he repeated. He named a date. “And that was the last time you were there. Is that correct?”


    “Yes. I think so is true.”


    “Did you see Mr. Malevski that day?”


    A quick shake of the head. “No. Upstairs bedroom is locked. Maybe he is sleep.”


    “So you let yourself into the house with the new code he texted you?”


    “Yes, on day before, but front door is locked two times. I must go to back.”


    Dan’s brows knit. “Two times? You mean double-locked?”


    “Yes. Always I come and go in front doors, but this time is locked.”


    He recalled Lydia’s comment that the door had been locked from inside. Yuri texted the new code on Wednesday, but before Irma arrived on Thursday someone double-locked the doors. Why? Had Yuri been trying to keep someone out? Or was it something more? God’s love!


    What if Ziggy had lied? He could already have been there when Irma arrived. Perhaps Yuri had met him and let him in. Dan considered: a boy kills an older man who showed him kindness then locks the house up tight. Not simply to hide the death, but out of consideration for the man he loved. He thought of Yuri lying in bed, all dressed up. Almost as if he was going somewhere, Lydia had said. Killers often professed to love their victims, dressing them in special clothing and laying them out in poses suggestive of peace and repose, as though a final act of grace had been granted them in death. An immolation, a final dignity, as though to say, “I killed you because I loved you.” More than a fetishization, it was an act of veneration: I loved you enough to kill you. Consider the benefits: you can never grow old, never get sick or suffer pain, never again be abused by anyone, including me. I have granted you immortality. I have given you a clean slate. Nothing can besmirch or dirty you ever again. Thanks to me, you are perfect. For someone a little off in his thinking — someone like Ziggy — it might make sense.


    Irma sniffled.


    “What about the week before?” Dan said. “The previous Thursday?”


    Her mouth broke into a relieved smile, as though sending her back to that earlier time was a pleasanter memory. A better place to go.


    “Yes, always I clean Mr. Malevski house Thursday.”


    “Was Mr. Malevski there then?”


    “Yes, is there.”


    “And everything was okay?” Dan pressed. “On the previous Thursday?”


    “No.” Her brow furrowed at the memory. “Is arguing!”


    “With who? Santiago?”


    “No. Is coming lawyer.”


    She pinched her mouth with her fingers, as though to stop the words, fearful of the outcome.


    “A lawyer came to the house? Charles?”


    “Yes. Is angry. Much shouting.”


    “Mr. Malevski was shouting?”


    “No. Lawyer is shouting to Mr. Malevski. Then I turn on wacuum not to hear. When I am finished, lawyer is gone.”


    After Irma left, more than well paid for her efforts, Dan called Lydia for an update and to give her Irma’s number.


    “Go easy on her,” he said. “She’s an illegal. She’s very panicky.”


    “She’ll have to adjust. So will I. The chief just asked me to be a part of the investigation team.”


    She let that one sink in.


    “Congratulations.”


    “I hope so. What about the boy? Did you get anywhere with him?”


    “No, he wasn’t there. He mentioned a hangout in his last text. I’ll drop by and see if I can locate him.” Dan paused. “By the way, did the investigating officers interview a dicey-looking neighbour who goes by the name of Pig or the P-Man? He definitely wasn’t a fan of Yuri Malevski. I mentioned him earlier, but thought I should ask again. You never know.”


    He could hear her pawing through the papers in front of her.


    “Presumably,” she replied, “he has a real name. Which house was it?”


    “One door up from the Lockie House going north. Should be easy to figure out.”


    “I’ll look into it, thanks.”


    Dan considered mentioning what he’d learned about Charles, but wasn’t prepared to drop him into it just yet. “By the way,” he continued. “I think I know where Yuri Malevski’s phone went. Try all the pawn shops in the west end.”


    “You’re amazing. Keep me posted.”


    The Beaver was a small, dark pub on Queen Street West. It suited a Goth mentality, Dan decided. That afternoon, however, it was pretty much deserted. The bartender didn’t remember anyone named Ziggy, but he pointed to a young waiter making the rounds in an all-black outfit. The waiter confirmed that he knew Ziggy and remembered the last time he was in. It was about a week earlier. He’d been with an older man.


    “Could you describe the man?” Dan asked, wishing he had a photograph of Charles to show.


    “Not really,” the boy said. “Average-looking white guy. He was pretty nondescript. I only remember him because he paid with a Palladium credit card. Never saw one before. I could probably look up his name for you.”


    “It’s okay,” Dan said. “Thanks.”

  


  
    


    Twenty-Five


    Stable Boy


    Charles had had an argument with Yuri Malevski a week before the bar owner was murdered, but hadn’t mentioned a thing about it. Now he was hanging out in counter-culture bars with teenage drug peddlers he claimed not to remember. But then he was a lawyer, just doing what lawyers do. Dan needed to catch him alone, away from Lionel. Lionel said Charles spent his afternoons at the stable. Dan thought about stopping off in the middle of a run, making it look as though he just happened to be passing by, which would seem ridiculous under other circumstances. Then again, why not just show up and see what Charles was like when caught off guard?


    He drove to the riding academy then followed the footpath to a paddock on the crest of a hill. Two riders thundered past as he made his way toward a white stable. A pair of Canada jays squabbled in a copse of gnarled branches outside the entrance. Inside, a dun-coloured gelding flicked its ears and looked him over before turning away.


    A young man in his early twenties was pulling on a black-and-white-chequered sweater as Dan arrived. He reminded Dan of Ziggy, but minus the make-up. Attractive, with a pouty soap-opera smile and long blond hair. His zipper was down, but he seemed not to have noticed. He gave Dan an appraising look, as though lining up another prospect for later in the day.


    “I’m looking for Charles,” Dan said.


    The boy nodded to the back of the stables. “Down there.”


    Charles frowned when Dan walked in.


    “The kid out front said you were in here,” Dan told him.


    “My stable hand,” Charles said. “Should I be surprised to see you? I thought our business was concluded.”


    He gripped a saddle and swung it from the counter where he’d been cleaning it to a mount on the wall. The smell of manure and hay mingled in the air, a curious combination that made Dan nostalgic for all the barns he’d never explored back in his youth.


    “Sorry for dropping in unexpectedly. I wanted to talk to you alone,” Dan said.


    “Have you reconsidered my offer?”


    “No, not exactly.”


    A palomino munched happily on its nosebag of oats, shifting positions noisily. A hoof rang out against concrete. On the wall, a curb bit gleamed in a shaft of light.


    “Nice hobby, by the way.”


    Charles glanced at him. “I wasn’t born rich, if that’s what you’re suggesting. I had to earn this. It pisses me off when people tell me they think money is dirty.”


    “I don’t object to money,” Dan said. “Though I often object to the values of people who think money is important. I grew up poor and overcame it, but ours is probably the last generation that could do that. My son is growing up in a world where he might not be able to afford the education he deserves. His peers may never be able to buy homes. Greed is the problem, not the economy. As the experts have been telling us for decades, we can afford to feed the entire world. We just don’t.”


    “Nice speech. Sad to say, I don’t really care. But in case there are any doubts, I do care about my husband’s safety.”


    “Then I hope you show it by hiring someone to look out for him properly.”


    Charles gave him a curt glance. “Is that what you came here to tell me?”


    “Lionel wants Yuri’s killer found. I worry he might do something to put himself in jeopardy if he thinks it would help make that happen. That’s why he needs protection.”


    “Have you got any names for me?”


    Dan held out a small square of paper. “Here are two who come highly recommended.”


    Charles tucked it in his pocket.


    “Thanks.”


    He picked up a rake and began dragging dirty straw out of an empty stall, his powerful body throwing more force into the action than seemed necessary. When he was done, he tossed an armful of clean straw onto the floor. So much for having a stable boy, Dan thought.


    “There have been two deaths so far,” Dan continued. “First Yuri’s and now Santiago’s. On top of that, I was attacked in Quebec. Are you willing to risk a third death, and possibly a fourth?”


    Charles stopped and stared. “A fourth? Whose?”


    “Yours. Don’t kid yourself. Lionel may be the only one directly connected with Yuri’s bar, but these people won’t hesitate to put you out of the picture if they think you pose any sort of threat to them.”


    Charles’s expression was incredulous. “For the record, I don’t believe Santiago was murdered, despite what Lionel may think. I don’t contradict him because he needs to believe it for whatever reason, but the facts clearly indicate it was a suicide. Even the police agree.” A suspicious look crossed his face. “Are you saying you think it was murder, too?”


    “Until we have any reason to believe otherwise, I wouldn’t entirely discount it.”


    Charles threw his hands up in the air, startling the palomino, who snorted and stomped. “I’m a lawyer, Dan. I look at things from every angle. Then I ask questions and calculate the odds on whether something happened one way or another, and I try to prove it. That’s what lawyers do. It’s not about morality or justice. To me, it seems a simple cut-and-dried case: Santiago Suárez killed Yuri Malevski and then committed suicide out of grief or shame.”


    “Maybe,” Dan said. “One thing that stands out for me in all of this is the front door of Malevski’s house. It was double-locked from inside. If you’re committing a murder, wouldn’t you just leave and not worry about the doors? Someone was bound to find him sooner or later. And it’s not as if Santiago needed time to leave the country, since we now know he stuck around. Unfortunately for him.”


    Charles shrugged impatiently. “Then maybe it was a hustler or a drug user or even this kid Ziggy everyone keeps talking about.”


    “The one you had sex with? It says so in his diary.”


    Charles whirled on him. “Fuck off, why don’t you? Why are you even here? You said you’re not interested in pursuing the case any further, so drop it.”


    “I’ll take that as an admission of guilt. He got pretty depressed over it, too, in case you have any compassion. He’s a lost kid and you were fucking with him. But if you’re not interested in him, then why did you get his hopes up by taking him out again last week?”


    Charles stared him down. “The reason I went out with Ziggy was to try to explain nicely why we couldn’t have an affair. And yes, I thought I owed him at least that much. Which brings us back to Santiago. Whether the murder was an accident or a crime of passion doesn’t matter, though I will happily accept it wasn’t premeditated, if you like. But this cock-eyed theory that the police killed first Yuri Malevski and then Santiago is beginning to wear a bit thin. And I, for one, would like a little closure on this case so that Lionel and I can get on with our lives. It’s over.”


    “And you’re willing to risk both your lives to prove it?”


    Charles’s lip curled. “Give me a break. If someone wanted us dead, we would already be dead.”


    “I hope you’re right,” Dan said. “But I still worry about it.”


    A floorboard creaked behind them. The boy had slipped quietly back inside. Dan turned and saw he’d discovered his wayward zipper at last. Charles took him by the arm and they stepped outside.


    Dan glanced around. In the corner, a large wooden feed box was secured with a metal clasp. He pushed the clasp through the hoop and flipped open the lid. No feed inside, just a thick tarp with dark stains on one edge. Dan’s mind went into overdrive: they were close to Overlea Bridge. What if Charles killed Santiago and kept his body here until he could dispose of it? Lionel had said Charles knew how to make money disappear. Perhaps he’d done just that and Santiago found out about it, becoming a threat. It was melodramatic, but that didn’t make it any less plausible. Certainly no less plausible than thinking Ziggy killed Yuri Malevski out of love. Dan recalled Donny’s suggestion that the police killed Yuri over unpaid protection money. Maybe he should take out a Netflix subscription, too. He’d be in good company. He closed the lid and slid the hasp back.


    Footsteps approached. Charles returned. “Thank you again for the names. I’ll look into it, but I doubt it’s necessary now. If we needed protection from anyone, it was Santiago. I didn’t really know him, but he had a motive. He was hoping Yuri would marry him for citizenship. When that didn’t happen, they argued. I think that’s what’s behind it.”


    “What did you and Yuri argue about the week before his death?”


    Charles stared without replying.


    “You were at his house the week before he died, having a very loud argument with him.”


    “Who told you that?”


    “A first-hand witness. Very credible, from what I could tell.”


    The lawyer’s eyes bored through him. Dan held his gaze.


    “I went there to tell Yuri I didn’t like the things he was making Lionel do. The payoffs, the money he had to hide. I may have raised my voice, but I certainly didn’t do anything to harm him. Anyway, I was in Mexico when he died. Lionel left that evening and I joined him two days later.”


    “Lucky for you.”


    “Yes, it is lucky for me,” Charles said. “I didn’t know you’d joined the prosecution for Yuri’s murder, but then you are friends with the chief of police.” He checked his watch. “I have to go. Is this ridiculous inquisition over?”


    “Thanks for answering my questions,” Dan said.


    Back in the car, Dan considered the possibilities buzzing around in his head. From the start, Charles had pointed to Santiago as being the likeliest choice for Yuri’s killer. According to Lionel, Charles wanted the police to pin the murder on him and be done with it. And of course it had been Charles who first brought Dan in to find Santiago.


    Charles and Yuri had argued not long before Yuri’s death, but he only had Charles’s word for what caused the argument. Despite being in Mexico at the time, he could still in some way have been responsible for what happened to the bar owner. Maybe that was what Santiago knew. And where did Ziggy fit in? Charles and his Palladium credit cards would surely seem impressive to someone like Ziggy, a messed-up young man who could scarcely conceive of his own future. Ziggy was no fan of Santiago, according to his diary. Had he ever been to the stables? What had they really discussed that night at the Beaver? It would have been at most a day or two before Santiago’s body was found.


    Dan’s mind was on fire. He pulled out his cell and dialled Lydia Johnston’s number. She answered right away.


    He launched in without a preamble. “This may be a strange question: did the coroner’s report mention anything about horse hair on the body retrieved from below the Overlea Bridge?”


    “It is a strange question, but coming from you, Dan, I’m not so sure it isn’t relevant in some weird way that you haven’t shared with me yet. Should I ask why you want to know?”


    “Just a tangent I’m following. I saw a movie on Netflix the other night. There was a body in a box in a stable.”


    “Is this the same movie with the bell tower?”


    “Different one.”


    She laughed. “Okay, I’ll indulge you. Let me get back to you on it.”


    Dan put his car in gear and drove out of the park. Sunset was breaking on the underbelly of clouds. A streak of blood seemed to be spreading over the river.

  


  
    


    Twenty-Six


    Bloodless


    Dan woke to a chilled house. Winter was over, but it had left a stark reminder it would be back. With a flick of the thermostat, the furnace chugged into life. In the kitchen, he was greeted with a sorry sight: Hank’s floral apology had lost all its blossoms. Two naked stems extended from the pot. The leaves were still waxy and resilient looking, but the petals had fallen to the floor in soft, pale clumps like the bloodless brides of Dracula.


    Ralph glanced up from his basket. He wasn’t wearing his guilty look, the one that said he’d done something wrong. Clearly, he hadn’t been up early eating flowers and spitting them on the floor. With a shock, Dan saw the open window behind the pot. He reached over to shut it, cutting off the stream of frigid air as his mind leapt at the implications: someone had broken into the house while he was asleep upstairs.


    He looked around, but nothing seemed awry. Ralph had doubtless slept in his basket all night. No alarm had sounded. Then he remembered: Irma had left the window open to give the house a breath of fresh air. That was all. Nothing to panic over. No doubt she would have closed it later, but he’d terrified her with his questions about Yuri Malevski. He wanted to kick himself for his stupidity. With a police guard outside his house, he’d gone to bed leaving his place vulnerable and exposed. At least he’d talked Ked into staying with his mother.


    It was just seven, but his answering machine yielded a message from Inspector Johnston. Yes, her officers had spoken with a neighbour of Yuri Malevski who answered to the name of P-Man. He had, despite his weird moniker, seemed an ordinary Joe to them. And Dan’s assumption, based on whatever movie, had been wrong. There were no traces of horsehair on either the victim or his clothes. Dan felt deflated. Perhaps it really was just a simple suicide and Charles had been correct all along in assuming Santiago killed himself out of a combination of guilt and grief.


    He looked in the mirror with displeasure at his lined, unshaven face. He needed to get a grip before the day got totally out of hand. Coffee brewed as the house warmed. The phone rang. It was Kendra.


    “Hey, how are things on the sunny side of town?” he asked.


    Lately, he preferred to keep things light between them, conscious of the need to disarm her fears before they worked themselves into a serious concern. These days he was treading carefully on all fronts.


    “We’re fine. Ked’s gone off to school. Something about a big science project coming up.” She paused. “He told me a little about what’s been happening. I have to say you scored big points by letting him stay with you the other night. I just hope you knew what you were doing.”


    “Not to worry, we were safe,” Dan told her. “But the truth is, he didn’t give me a choice. There was no way I could dissuade him. In any case, we were armed to the teeth, cops on the doorstep, the whole nine yards.”


    Kendra said nothing.


    “You know I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize Ked’s life.”


    “What about yours?”


    “I’m doing my best,” he said, knowing there was scant reassurance in the statement even if it were true.


    “Dan, we’re worried for you. Please don’t treat us like idiots.”


    “I don’t,” he said softly. “Believe me, I don’t.”


    He had Donny on the phone.


    “What movie has a bridge and a bell tower?”


    “Category?”


    “Thriller, I think.”


    There was barely a pause.


    “Vertigo, 1958. Kim Novak and Jimmy Stewart.”


    “Hitchcock?”


    “Of course!”


    “Never saw it.”


    Donny snorted. “Barbarian. It was voted one of the forty greatest movies of all time.”


    “Oh, really? For the record? I hate Hitchcock. I feel the psychology is unsound.”


    “Unsound?” Donny spluttered.


    “It’s not like real life.


    “Of course not. It’s a movie!”


    “Well, it’s unbelievable,” Dan insisted.


    “What about Psycho?”


    “Leave Norman Bates alone. He’s okay.”


    “Fine. Nevertheless, the movie you want is Vertigo.”


    Dan paused to regroup his thoughts. “Does someone die falling from a bridge?”


    “No, from a bell tower. The same woman who tries to kill herself by jumping into the water beneath the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco.”


    “Suicide heaven,” Dan mused.


    “You got it.”


    “Was it a murder?”


    “No. The first time it was faked. The real death at the end is an accident.”


    “Hmm. I’m not sure this fits the scenario. The one I’m looking for has a suicide from a bridge and a murder inside a house.”


    “Yuri Malevski’s?”


    “I can’t keep anything from you.” Dan paused. “What connects the two deaths in the film?”


    “Love and regret.”


    “Well, the theme works. Anything to do with immigration?”


    “Not at all. A man kills his wife, then hires Kim Novak to replace her and fake her suicide. Since she’s supposed to be dead, she has to disappear. All’s good till bumbling Jimmy Stewart comes onto the scene. He finds Novak, only she says she’s someone else. Trouble ensues. She returns to the scene of the fake suicide and climbs the bell tower just as she realizes she’s in love with Jimmy. Alas, this time she falls to her death for real.”


    “And the moral of this quaint tale?”


    “If you’re afraid of heights, stay off the roof.”


    “An apt precept.”


    “Who got you onto this kick?”


    “A transie named Jan.”


    “Ah, yes. A stalwart figure in the ghetto. Jan was once part of Yuri’s in-crowd till rumours spread that she had one of his delivery boys busted for drug peddling. Seems he’d been her boyfriend, but he jilted Jan for a newer, prettier face on the block.”


    “Is that fact or just ghetto lore?”


    “The latter, probably. Why? What have you heard?”


    “From Jan comes the tale that Yuri thought Jan was coming on to Santiago, who as we know was prone to deploying his charms on others.”


    “Huh. So what do I know? They’re a sordid bunch.” Donny paused. “Are you all right? You’re sounding a little jittery and obsessive.”


    “I’m okay. It’s been weird. I almost had sex with a nineteen-year-old the other day.”


    “Almost?”


    “He was stoned. I turned him down. He came on to me, I feel I should add.”


    “Congratulations.”


    “For turning him down or for being propositioned by someone half my age?”


    “Either. Both. Many wouldn’t have let that deter them.”


    “It just felt weird. It was Ziggy, by the way.”


    “Deploying his charms, as you said. Yes, he likes older men. He tried it on with me, too. I had zero interest, though I have no qualms about shagging a younger man. You have to remember it’s not the same for us queers. Two men are on common ground, even if their experience levels are unequal. We’re a different tribe from the straight world. It’s like native justice. They want their own set of values recognized. Why shouldn’t we?”


    “Well, maybe. But I read his diary and saw in black and white that he’s depressed and confused. I wouldn’t want to add to that.”


    “Because you care about these things, Danny. It’s what makes you the difficult-wonderful person you are. You do the work of saints and angels every day and don’t think twice about it.”


    “I’m hardly a saint. My life is far too messy.”


    “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. Saints are made, not born. Mother Theresa came from a wealthy family and had to cast it off. Same with Gautama Buddha. Mandela was jailed for conspiracy to commit acts of violence against the state. He went to prison, got squeezed like carbon into a diamond before he became a saint. It doesn’t just happen. Sainthood is thrust on you.”


    “Okay. In the meantime, I’ve got a killer to track down and a movie to watch.” Dan paused. “You know, I miss all these cultural conversations with you trying to convince me that black-and-white films are inherently superior to colour —”


    “They are.”


    “— or that some quirky, obscure jazz musician was the unheralded genius of his age.”


    “Lennie Tristano. I’ll pencil you in for some art therapy.”


    “Thanks, I’d appreciate it, but I don’t want to take away from your time with Prabin.”


    “We’re not joined at the hip. At least not yet.”


    No cigarettes had joined the conversation, Dan noted after hanging up.


    Dan called the hospital to ask about Domingo. He was connected with the front desk. The voice hesitated. Dan recognized the Irish nurse’s accent immediately.


    “This is her half-bother,” he said. “I talked to you yesterday.”


    She sounded relieved for a moment. “Oh, yes. I remember you.” The pause told him. “I’m sorry. Your sister died early this morning.”


    For a moment, he couldn’t speak. The blood drained from his face; his feet felt unsteady. He wondered if her train had come at last, and, if so, was she glad or disappointed with its long-awaited arrival. Dan had an urge to put the phone down and walk out of the house and never come back.


    “Are you all right?” the nurse asked.


    “Uh, yes. I’m … I’m all right,” he said.


    “I’m sorry to tell you over the phone, but as you’re a relative we’re allowed to do that.”


    “Yes, thank you. Very kind.”


    Dan stood and paced. He didn’t want Ked to see him in this state. He put on his jacket, grabbed his keys, and left. The car seemed to steer itself of its own accord, down to the lakeshore near Cherry Beach. Something inside him wanted space, broad vistas. Here the sky arched bleakly overhead. The snow had melted, but ice lingered along the shore like the vestiges of a vanished world. He sat and stared across the water till numbness replaced the shock.


    What had he told Ked? That you could understand life’s problems intellectually, but you could never fully prepare yourself emotionally. A good lesson. It had been a long time since he’d shed tears, but he felt a great emptiness knowing this ball of joyous energy and goodwill had gone out of the world. Maybe the only consolation for Domingo’s death was in not knowing her son had predeceased her after losing the battle for his mental well-being.


    Dan thought of his own genetic heritage, the legacy of two alcoholics. Both had died early, his mother when he was just four. Nothing could have brought her back, but there were times when he wondered whether his life would have been any better had she lived. She’d been more of a good-time girl than a silent abuser like his father; her wrongdoing lay in the neglect of her son. But between the two of them, what chance did he have? Dark side or light, the odds were against him. Dan, too, loved alcohol, but he loved his son more. So it might be true after all that love could save you, as long as one outweighed the other.


    The loss Dan felt as a boy had eventually been supplanted by rage, overwhelming him with paroxysms of feeling. He’d had his moments of smashing things in anger, staving in the side of a filing cabinet at work and once, in a private moment of drunken grief and rage after being dumped by a partner, he’d grabbed a ball-peen hammer as it flashed through his mind to hit himself senseless, though he’d checked the urge. Rage was a glaring red eye in the darkness, a fury coming at you from out of nowhere. It exploded when you least expected it, and got bigger and more menacing when you tried to repress it. The last thing Dan ever wanted was for his son to have to live with it, but in his drinking years it had been there until Ked told him to stop. Stop drinking, Dad. And he had. So far, he had.


    He’d looked into the darkness and lived to tell the tale. The rage had largely dissipated on discovering the circumstances of his mother’s early death, a dismal tale of drunkenness and betrayal, but now and then it returned with a vengeance, startling even him and making him drift off in the middle of conversations, averting his gaze to avoid eye contact with people he despised, where once he would have stared them down. From waking sweating from traumatic nightmares through to anxious nights where sleep never came, all he knew was that his subconscious was at war with itself. Despair had been a keynote for many years; now it was an undercurrent running through everything he did, a battle he’d been fighting for years.


    What had Donny said? That he was a saint. Not true, Dan thought. Rather, he was a shepherd keeping track of wayward sheep. To him, his life seemed unremarkable, or nearly so. He’d spent the first half as a lost boy, the second half finding others who got lost, as if it were a given that loss should be at the core of his existence. But if he got lost, who would come looking for him? Ked, of course. Donny, too. Yes, and Kendra. So, three people. That wasn’t bad. Some people had no one.


    After a while, he turned the car around and headed for the ghetto. He’d spent many afternoons there knocking back a few in the days when he used to drink. Domingo had joined him from time to time. She never encouraged his excesses, though. In fact, he recalled how she once told him in a gently reproving tone that he needed to put fatherhood above his indulgences. She was right, of course, though at the time he thought she was overreacting.


    Getting drunk wasn’t his intention. He simply wanted to forget, if only for an hour. He also didn’t want to risk seeing Hank, so he went to Crews & Tangos, twin bars housed in a gaudy old mansion on Church Street. The place had a reputation for being a lesbian hangout. All the better, he thought, as he was less likely to have to fend off hopeful men thinking he might be the answer to their problems, if only for an afternoon.


    He ordered a Scotch, barely registering the bartender’s queries as to whether he wanted it neat or on the rocks. A glass of yellow liquor — the drinker’s fool’s gold — was set in front of him and the bartender left him to his ponderings. Not everyone came in to socialize.


    He turned his attention to the alcohol. It reminded him of all the long days and nights of one-too-many. The first went down without leaving a mark. The second barely registered. He was standing on the edge of no man’s land. Carelessness took over for an instant and he ordered a third, feeling its long, slow burn as he swallowed.


    It occurred to him that he should hand over his keys now rather than take a chance later. He’d just pulled them from his pocket when the bartender leaned down to him and nodded to the far corner of the room.


    “A friend over there says he’d like to join you.”


    Dan looked over and saw Sergeant Trposki watching him. He nodded.


    The cop came and sat next to him, dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt. He looked different from when Dan had seen him at police headquarters. He wasn’t sure why, but it was more than that he’d been in uniform then and was in mufti now.


    “Bad day?” Trposki ventured, with a nod to the empty glass.


    “You could say that.”


    “I used to think maybe there wasn’t any other kind.” Trposki said. “By the way, I didn’t follow you here. I was just finishing up with a date when I saw you come in.”


    That was the difference, Dan thought. He looked sheepish, as though he’d rather not be seen in a bar.


    The bartender came by.


    “Soda water, please,” Trposki said.


    “Not a drinker?” Dan asked.


    “I’ve had my regulation drink for the day.” The cop nodded ironically. “I’m a drinker when I choose. I prefer straight rye, doesn’t matter how old it is. But lately I’ve learned to hold back. Too many mornings after the blackout the night before.”


    “You had a problem?”


    “Still do. I just control it better. I knew it was a bad idea having a blind date in a bar, but it didn’t work out for more reasons than that.”


    Dan sighed and pushed his glass aside. He called to the bartender. “Make that two soda waters.”


    Trposki extended a hand. “I’m Nick, by the way. Please don’t call me Officer Trposki in public.”


    “Nick it is. And I’m still Dan.”


    They shook.


    “There were days I used to drink until I thought my blood must be almost pure alcohol,” Nick told him. “Did you ever get like that?”


    Dan nodded. “Pretty much for years. Can’t say I’m proud of it.”


    “What made you stop?”


    “My son. I knew I had to be a better dad.”


    Nick’s face clouded over. “Mine made me start. My boy died when he was five. Leukemia.”


    “I’m really sorry to hear,” Dan said. “That has to be about as rough as it gets.”


    “It was. And I needed to forget. One day about ten years into it, I had a realization that not only had I lost my son, but I was also in the process of throwing my own life away, as if that could somehow bring him back.”


    The bartender set two glasses on the counter. Icy cool, with lime wedges and straws.


    Nick lifted his glass and drank. “When I saw you in action in Quebec,” he said, “I thought, ‘There’s one tough son of a bitch.’ But you’re not all tough guy, are you? You’ve got some soft spots. Your son, for one, and probably you bleed for your clients as well, trying to deliver the goods to stop their pain.”


    Dan nodded. “I still feel things. How about you? Are you a cop for the love of the job? Making the world a better place and that sort of thing?”


    Trposki gave him an assessing look. “I am, in fact. Bet you didn’t think cops were like that anymore.”


    “I’ve known a few.”


    “That’s how I got to know Lydia Johnston. I liked her rep, so I asked to work with her. When she told me about the anti-corruption detail, I said I knew a bar owner who was being hit up regularly.”


    Dan’s gaze focused on Nick. “You knew Yuri?”


    “From way back. Another lifetime. We went to school together in Macedonia.”


    “No kidding!”


    “No shit. When my folks moved to Canada, we lost touch. Then a few years ago I heard he was owner of the Saddle. We had a good laugh to know we both turned out gay and in Toronto. Me a cop and him a bar owner. When he told me about the payouts, I told Lydia and she got the ball rolling.” He stared off for a moment. “I was real burned when he got killed, let me tell you.”


    “I hope you figure out who killed him,” Dan said simply.


    “I will.”


    Conversation faltered. The sad, doomed voice of Amy Winehouse, a fellow addict, took over the airwaves. The bartender looked over with no real expectations. They weren’t big spenders, but they were his only customers.


    “You single?” Nick asked after a moment. “I only ask because you likely wouldn’t be drinking alone if you were. That’s probably another weak spot.”


    “Guilty as charged. I just don’t want to drink at home where Ked could find me.”


    “Ked?”


    “My son, Kedrick. It’s Old English. His mother’s Syrian. Don’t ask. It all manages to work out somehow. Unlike the rest of my life. The romance, especially.”


    Nick smiled. “Heavy drinking and relationships usually don’t mix. Or if they do, you’re doubly in trouble for having someone to encourage you. I only had one keeper among all my boyfriends. Best man I ever met, but alcohol got the better of me.”


    “Stay friends?”


    “Nah, it was beyond repair.” Nick shrugged. “My fault. No self-deprecation there. I destroyed it. Thought I was the tough guy. Couldn’t bear to see myself through his eyes, so I tried to prove I was right. He couldn’t stand me afterwards.”


    “That’s rough.” Dan looked at his face. “How’s your jaw, by the way.”


    Nick laughed, reached up and worked his lower jawbone back and forth. “A bit tender. It was a good workout, though. You?”


    “Still a bit sore. That flip caught me by surprise. You’re good.”


    “I keep in practice. Works on boyfriends, too.” He winked. “Okay, time for me to scram.”


    Nick stood and handed Dan a business card. “Any late-night urges you want to resist badly enough, call me. I’m usually up howling at the moon.”


    Dan’s lips curved into a smile, his first that day.

  


  
    


    Twenty-Seven


    Breaking Glass


    Dan was surprised when he heard Adele’s message informing him of the arrangements for Domingo’s funeral. He’d expected to have to scour the newspapers for information. She couldn’t have disliked him that much or else she’d softened with age. He’d called to offer his condolences and inform her of Lonnie’s fate, arranging for the delivery of his ashes and suggesting a double service. She was stoic about it. Like Domingo, she’d accepted the probability years before, but the logistics of combining funerals must have given her pause, compounding her misery.


    By the morning of the funeral, Dan still hadn’t heard from Ziggy since his text in Le Drague. There’d been a lot of water under the bridge since then. Maybe it was time to have another chat with the Goth-loving kid in light of what he now knew. A nagging feeling told Dan he should be wary of meeting him in private, but he’d deal with it when the time came.


    He checked his watch: it was a little before 10:00 a.m. The funeral was at two. If he got dressed first, he could swing by Parkdale, have a chat with him and get back downtown in time for the service. He sent a text: Hey! In your neighbourhood. Coming over now.


    There was someone on the stoop when he pulled up outside the Lockie House. For a second, Dan thought it was Ziggy, but this guy was heavier and dressed in the nondescript brown jacket of delivery drivers. Two potted plants sat at his feet.


    He turned when Dan approached. Attractive. Nice build, dark hair. This was one of Yuri’s special deliveries of rare flowers, no doubt.


    “Are those for Yuri Malevski?” Dan asked.


    The man watched him curiously. “Yes.”


    “I don’t know if anyone’s home.”


    “Okay, thanks.” He stooped and picked up the plants. Orchids.


    “If you want, you can leave them with me” Dan suggested. “I’ll make sure they get inside.”


    The man shrugged. “I’ll come back.”


    It’s okay, Dan thought. I wouldn’t trust me either, buddy.


    “I don’t know when you’ll be able to deliver them,” Dan said.


    “No worries,” the man said, turning and walking down the drive. “They’re too expensive to leave.”


    Dan scratched his head. That was what the delivery man had told Ked on bringing Hank’s gift to the house. He tapped in the numbers, but the light stayed red. Someone had changed the code. His knocks resounded inwardly, but there was no reply. Maybe Ziggy was inside. He stepped back and looked at the house with a twinge of foreboding. His mind flashed on a passage in Ziggy’s diary: I’d rather be dead. It was disconcerting, especially combined with the boy’s bravado in declaring he would simply lock the doors and “unplug” himself.


    Dan went around the house banging on each window, but it was futile. He tossed a clump of earth against the porthole in Ziggy’s bedroom. It burst open and showered him with dirt. There was no response, no pale face at the glass.


    He went back to the front door and tried the code again, thinking he might have entered the numbers incorrectly. Still red. He pulled out his cell and dialled Lionel, but the call went straight to voicemail. He found the couple’s home number. Charles answered.


    “It’s Dan. Dan Sharp. I need the new code to Yuri Malevski’s house. It’s important.”


    “Sorry, what?”


    “The entry code. It’s been changed. I think Ziggy might have done something to himself. He could be inside.”


    Charles hesitated. Dan felt his anger building.


    “Come on, Charles. What’s the code?”


    “Dan, I —”


    “The number, damn it! You must know the code.”


    Charles sounded dumbfounded. “I don’t have the code. I’ve never had it!”


    “He could be dying!”


    “Dan, I don’t know the code,” he insisted. “Let me ask Lionel.”


    Dan heard a terse conversation in the background. After a long wait, a groggy-sounding Lionel came on the line. More sleeping pills, Dan thought. Charles’s influence.


    “Hi, Dan. What’s the problem?”


    “I’m at Yuri Malevski’s. It may be nothing, but I’m worried that Ziggy might have tried to kill himself. I want to go in and check.”


    “You think he tried to kill himself? Why?”


    “Just something I read in his diary. The code’s been changed. If you have the new code, please tell me.”


    “No, I didn’t change it.”


    Dan pounded a fist against the door and heard it shudder within.


    “Do you have any idea who else might have done it?”


    “Maybe someone at the bar. I could make a call …”


    “It’ll be too late. I’ll call you back.”


    He glanced over at the fence dividing Yuri Malevski’s property from his neighbour’s. Now would be a good time for the P-Man to make one of his unwanted appearances, but there was no sign of him.


    He looked around. The greenhouse windows glinted ominously in the morning sun. He hung up and dialled Inspector Johnston’s number. She answered.


    “It’s Dan Sharp. I’m breaking into the Malevski mansion,” he spouted at her. “I can’t wait for emergency services.”


    “I assume you have a good reason,” she said calmly.


    “Damn good,” he said, picking up the end of a hose and smashing a pane of glass. “I think there’s a kid in there who may be trying to kill himself.”


    “I’ll send someone right over.”


    He was upstairs in Ziggy’s room when he heard the sirens. He got back down in time to let the emergency crew in as the first of three vehicles arrived. Dan looked at them sheepishly.


    “I was wrong,” he told them. “I thought there was a suicide in progress in here.”


    The faces staring back at him were curious, not judgmental.


    “Did you receive a call from someone in distress, sir?” an attendant asked.


    “No, I jumped to a wrong conclusion based on a … a disturbing diary entry. Someone changed the entry code and I thought it was to keep me out.”


    Fifteen minutes later, Lydia Johnston joined the gathering. Dan led her upstairs to the hidden room and the diary. It lay face-down on the pillow where Dan had last seen it.


    “Okay,” she said, after reading the passage where Ziggy stated his wish to die.


    “Okay?” Dan asked.


    “I understand your concern. I would have done the same.” She gave him a long, hard look. “What made you panic?”


    Dan shook his head. For a moment, he couldn’t remember.


    “There was a delivery guy here when I arrived. Yuri used to give out the code when he had plants coming, but it was changed. It triggered something in me.”


    “So who changed it?” Lydia asked.


    “I have no idea,” Dan said. “I called Lionel, but he didn’t know it had been changed, either.”


    They went back downstairs. Lydia busied herself with the EMS drivers. Dan went into the greenhouse. The air was humid, as it had been on his other visits. He thought of Ked’s sling psychrometer as he looked over the orchids. Only two appeared to be thriving. The rest had died. Odd, he thought. He reached up and pulled out a tag, jotting the Latin name in his notebook.


    Once a through search for Ziggy had been made in the house, Dan headed to Radio City. This time the concierge wouldn’t allow him in until he phoned up to be sure Dan was welcome, though “welcome” wasn’t exactly the word Dan would have used. Unexpected, certainly, but not welcome.


    Charles opened the door. “You have a lot of nerve coming here.”


    “I came to apologize,” Dan told him.


    “Apology accepted,” Charles said coldly. He paused. “How’s Ziggy?”


    “Good of you to ask. He wasn’t inside the house. I’m still not certain he’s okay. I wondered if you might have any idea where he is.”


    “No,” Charles said. “I wouldn’t worry. He’ll turn up. He always does.”


    Dan saw a pair of expensive-looking bags sitting at the end of the couch. Charles caught his glance.


    “We’re taking a short trip,” he said. “Up north for a few days to a wilderness retreat. We thought it easier than hiring someone to look after us here in the city.”


    Dan envisaged a smart little log cabin in Killarney, the park’s famous pink quartz throwing off a quiet glow in the sunset. He heard footsteps. The bedroom door opened. Lionel stood there, dishevelled, in a bathrobe. He caught Dan’s eye and quickly shook his head. Was it anger at his continued invasiveness in their lives that Dan saw there, or was it fear?


    “A trip would be smart,” Dan said, though in the back of his mind there was something vaguely unsettling about the idea of Lionel being alone in the wilderness with Charles. He envisaged a canoe tipping in white-water rapids, news reports of an accidental drowning. Maybe a fall from the steep cliffs of Manitoulin. No one to hear, no one to see.


    Charles checked his watch. “You’ll excuse us. We’ve got a plane to catch in a few hours. Neither of us expects to see you again.”


    “No, I …”


    “Goodbye.”


    

  


  
    


    Twenty-Eight


    What Remains


    Dan had a funeral to attend. Passing the Saddle and Bridle on the way, he wasn’t surprised to see a For Sale sign in its windows. The world was rapidly moving on, while he dawdled and wasted time on a matter his rational mind had told him was better left to the police in the first place.


    The afternoon was sombre, with precisely the sort of weather befitting a funeral. As if knowing that, April showers began beading down against the thump of his wipers, dragging long lines across the windshield like some slow, sinister form of water torture. He barely made it to the church on time.


    If Dan ever chose to attend a religious institution, it would be the progressive Metropolitan Community Church in leafy Riverdale. It had been on the front lines in the fight against AIDS discrimination and later hosted the world’s first legal same-sex marriage. He approved of the church’s activities, if not of religion’s many wars of flesh and spirit.


    The MCC was also known for its musical performances, hosting an outstanding choir and guest artists. They were said to throw a rocking good party, too. It was no surprise Domingo had chosen it for her service. The service would be less an oration than a celebration of her life and loves.


    As Dan entered, he saw two urns placed near the altar. One for Domingo, he presumed, and the other Lonnie’s. The teddy bear from the hospital sat between them.


    Domingo’s brothers and sisters were there, as well as a few young nieces and nephews. They seemed oddly subdued, as though in the presence of God they’d submitted to a higher power. Domingo had told Dan how her fellow islanders embraced religion with a fervour that often included a strong dose of homophobia. When gays were dying by the bucketful during the AIDS crisis, the righteous wound themselves into a frenzy proclaiming that God had avenged himself on the sinners. But no one ever said God had avenged himself on the money-launderers when 9-11 happened, Dan thought. He recalled Irma’s pamphlets, her declaration that God’s love could be hard. Yes, he thought. God’s love is hard as hell, but better not to point fingers till after you’re dead.


    On the far side of the church, seated in uneasy proximity, were the other righteous, a handful of hard-core lesbians seemingly willing to fight over the remains. They kept to themselves for the most part, shooting occasional watchful glances over at Domingo’s family. For the moment, there appeared to be a détente between the warring factions.


    Dan made his way to Adele to extend his condolences. “She loved you very much,” he said simply. “Right to the very end.”


    “Not enough to let me have my way.” Her expression was stony. She nodded to where Domingo’s family were clustered. “Look at them. They despise us. I can’t believe they came.”


    “They’re behaving,” Dan said. “I doubt they would make a scene in a church.”


    Adele sighed. “They’re only here because Domingo made me promise to let them come.”


    “Of course. She was a peacemaker. That’s why she asked you to let them come to the funeral. Who knows? Maybe there’s one small girl here today who will see you and think that her auntie’s friend was a nice lady, and maybe grow up less afraid of being a lesbian because of what she witnesses here today.”


    Adele’s mouth was down-turned. “That’s a bit optimistic, isn’t it?”


    “You can’t change people overnight,” Dan said. “We can wish it were otherwise, but it isn’t so.”


    She stared at him, struggling with her feelings. Dan wondered if his words had angered her. Instead, her expression softened.


    “You’re right,” she said. “That’s what Domingo would have said. Thanks.”


    Dan took a seat in the middle ground, among what he thought of as the non-religious and non-politically motivated. From the corner of his eye, he saw Donny and Prabin enter, holding hands as they passed down the aisle and sat behind the lesbians. A few of Domingo’s relatives took note of this pairing of black and brown seating themselves on the wrong side. What were they thinking? Dan wondered. The Bible had prohibitions on almost everything, including the intermarrying of races. Something to frown on for every occasion. No joy left unpunished.


    At that moment, the minister began. This man was also a peacemaker, Dan knew, though he had a reputation for being a firebrand when necessary. You don’t get to conduct the world’s first same-sex marriage without a fight.


    “Death is a profound force that can divide people,” he began solemnly, looking from one side of the church to the other. He smiled. “Or it can bring them together.”


    Dan glanced around at the two minorities, both facing discrimination from the world at large. They should have had much in common, but they fought one another instead. If Domingo had been there, she’d be offering an ironic commentary on the combative elements brought together by this service in her honour. Perhaps death really was the only common meeting ground.


    The minister’s words buzzed overhead as he described Domingo’s upbringing in her native Caribbean. Despite having shunned her, her family seemed pleased by this recognition that she’d been one of theirs. He then went on to say how she’d found a new home and family in a community reviled by many. The rainbow, he said, symbolized God’s love for all creatures, while declaring that the persecution faced by the LGBT community today was no different from that of early Christians. Dan heard a murmur among the family, whether in dissent or recognition of the truth of his words wasn’t clear. The pastor continued, captivating them with his voice and sermon. If all religious leaders were so engaging and inclusive, Dan thought, they might be worth listening to now and again.


    A buzz alerted him to an incoming text. He pulled out his cell. While some were being buried, life was quietly going on outside the church’s walls. Lydia had texted to say Yuri’s phone had been found in a pawn shop. Fingerprints check out as Suárez’s, she added. Dan experienced a brief curiosity as to what messages had been left on it, then forgot again as the service continued.


    The minister raised his arms and Dan stood with the others. For a moment, he felt something like pride: pride in his city, pride in his community, pride in his country. All these disparate tribes coming together to celebrate the life of a woman born in a land and culture so different from his own. Yet here they were, in an openly gay church, commemorating their faith together in a place that represented every nation, even to the point of allowing all who came there to reshape and colour the fabric of the land.


    “Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me,” intoned the minister.


    Dan glanced at the heads bowed in prayer. He envied the untroubled faith of this man who extolled such brave words and the believers who calmly accepted them, even if he could not.


    “In my Father’s house are many mansions: if it were not so, I would have told you.”


    A fervent Amen! rang out. Dan considered Yuri Malevski’s mansion. It too had been a place for all, even the outcasts: drug users, immigrants, transsexuals. It was a dream Malevski had believed in to the point of helping even those who sometimes despised him. He thought of Irma, who thought his life an abomination, even while he paid her bills and calmly accepted her censure. So too with Yuri’s young lover, also from another culture, whom he accepted under his roof where they once planned a future together.


    “I go to prepare a place for you …”


    And then there was the odd boy, Ziggy, who also relied on Yuri’s hospitality. Yuri had ministered to each of them, in his own way. He opened his doors and welcomed them all.


    “And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also.”


    The minister’s sleeves billowed as his words echoed around the sanctuary: “And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again …”


    Dan was on his feet even before he fully understood. Heads turned in curiosity as he made his way down the aisle and along the creaky wooden floors, banging knees, and trying desperately not to run until he was finally outside and bolting down the stairs to the street.


    He had his cell in his hand and heard the line ringing.


    I will come again …


    She answered. Dan listened to her impatiently, waiting for her to finish.


    Look closer to home, baby.


    “We found it. It took a lot of looking, but you were right, Dan.”


    “Good, good!” He told her what he knew.


    What movie has a bridge and a bell tower?


    She listened carefully. “So you’re saying Santiago was there, too? In the house?”


    The first death was faked …


    “Yes, that’s what I’m saying! But earlier.”


    “I don’t understand. Who brought the phone to the pawn shop? Santiago’s fingerprints were all over it.”


    “And nobody else’s?”


    “No, not even …” She was already with him. “… Yuri Malevski’s!”


    Dan’s words fell out in a jumble, describing his encounter with the illegal immigrant who cleaned houses, of her passion for Christ, her intense dislike of Yuri Malevski. She had been there.


    “Those weren’t Santiago’s fingerprints.”


    “Then whose were they? Are you saying the cleaner stole the phone?”


    “No, listen. I think we’re missing the boat here.”


    He told her his theory. A missing phone, a missing candelabra, a missing immigrant. Even the missing fingerprints. Not what was there, but what wasn’t. She was harder to convince this time after his blunder at the mansion that morning, but she was willing to consider it.


    “Can you prove it?” she asked.


    “Give me half an hour.”

  


  
    


    Twenty-Nine


    Orchids


    She started at the sound of his voice. “Please, no! I cannot!”


    “Irma, you must help. What would Jesus have done?” Dan blurted out before she could hang up. “Would he have turned his back on the sinner?”


    He knew she wouldn’t turn him down.


    “I’ll come to you.”


    He scribbled her address on a napkin and dashed to his car before she could change her mind. She’d been there, Dan realized. She was a witness to something, even if she didn’t know it. He himself didn’t know precisely what he was looking for, just that beneath the surface of a very clean house lay a clue that would help him unravel the mystery.


    When he’d checked the weather, he saw it had snowed the previous evening and well into the night. The month had been terrifically cold, the temperature hitting a low of minus eighteen-point-three. Nothing unusual for February, but he thought the snow was the telling detail.


    Yes, she said, watching him nervously. No one had been in or out of the house when she arrived that morning. No footsteps trod through the snow from either the back or front door. The drive hadn’t been shovelled. Anyone coming or going would have left a trail. It was impossible to cover the tracks. Ziggy hadn’t lied when he said he hadn’t been in the house before she got there. Donny had told him Ziggy stayed on his couch that week, even if he was a little cloudy on the precise dates. It didn’t matter, really, because no one could pinpoint exactly when Yuri had died. Still, that wasn’t it.


    No. What he was seeking lay elsewhere.


    Dan glanced around the minuscule apartment. It was neat and clean, pretty much as he’d expected. It was also barren. A poverty house with crosses adorning the walls in every room. The only true decorations were a couple of framed prints and several orchids just opening into bloom.


    “Nice flowers,” Dan said, hoping to put her at ease.


    “Yes, thank you. From son.”


    She was far warier this time. Her dark eyes followed him, reading every gesture. Words could be made to say anything, all stories were half fiction, anyway, but a person’s movements did not lie.


    “You said the house was very clean when you arrived.”


    “Yes,” she said hesitantly.


    “As though no one had been there for some time?”


    “Yes.”


    Because in all likelihood no one had been there, Dan thought. No one living, at any rate. He saw the dawning, the realization in her eyes. She’d seen something.


    “He is —”


    “He is what, Irma?”


    “He is still there!”


    Curiosity turned to fear. Her eyes darted around the room, like a trapped bird looking for a window.


    “Who?”


    A hand rose to cover her mouth.


    “Jesus!”


    She uttered the name with quiet vehemence. For a second, Dan thought she was cursing. Or worse, losing her mind. She’d be hopeless as a witness. Who did you see? the prosecutor would ask. Jesus! she would respond, staring out at the court like a madwoman. He needed to bring her back to sanity for a few more minutes, until he’d finished questioning her.


    “Mr. Malevski doesn’t take away,” she said.


    “Take away what?”


    “Every week I leave pamphlet, every week he put in garbage. Wicked man. But this is same pamphlet I leave on table one week before. Why he doesn’t throw out?”


    Dan shook his head. “You’re saying you left a religious pamphlet and Mr. Malevski didn’t move it or pick it up from the previous week?”


    She nodded fearfully. “Yes!”


    “So when you got there, the house was the same as it had been when you cleaned the week before?”


    “Yes! Except kitchen. I wipe …”


    Someone had to clean up that mess.


    “You wiped up the blood?” he asked.


    A sob escaped her. She nodded.


    “Tell me what you found when you arrived.”


    She sat silently for a moment, collecting herself. “House is very clean, except kitchen. But greenhouse is not normal.”


    Dan turned to her. “The greenhouse?”


    “Flowers are dead. I wacuum. So many on floor.”


    Dan nodded, thinking of Hank’s peace offering. “They all died, didn’t they?”


    “Maybe one, two is okay …”


    Dan thought of what he’d learned on the Internet. There was such an amazing variety of orchids. They were like immigrants, of every race and colour, brought from shore to shore by travellers, traders, and buyers. Ziggy had told him how much some of them cost. Dan hadn’t believed it until he read it online. One particular plant had sold for two hundred thousand dollars. Most of them lost their flowers when exposed to cold, but others — a handful — actually thrived, one or two varieties out of thousands. Yuri had owned several such orchids.


    “Was it cold when you arrived? In the house?”


    He already knew the answer.


    “Yes, is freezing. Like refrigerator.”


    Sensitive to temperature, humidity and light, the orchids had suffered with the lowering of the thermostat. But not all.


    He thought back: Lionel left for Mexico on the third, but Charles had stayed behind, joining him two days later. What had Lionel said of Charles? That he was afraid of him. That Charles had experience making money disappear into foreign accounts. He thought of the sleeping pills Charles insisted Lionel take to relax. Another piece of the puzzle fell into place: Dan suddenly knew who Santiago’s other boyfriend was. Charles had known, too.


    Irma waited until Dan asked everything he needed to know. There wasn’t much time left. On his way out, a photograph caught his eye. Irma, looking much the same as she did right now, only smiling and with a handsome young man at her side, his arm thrown over her shoulder.


    “Son?” he asked.


    She hesitated. “Yes.”


    “A good-looking boy.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Family is important,” Dan said.


    She smiled.

  


  
    


    Thirty


    The Unravelling


    Dan knew he had to move fast. At least one life was at stake. There was no sense going back to the Lockie House. The code had been changed and he thought he knew by whom. It wasn’t necessary to break in to confirm anything. Even if his theory proved correct, as he was sure it would, there were limits to what the police would accept. He’d simply have to prove to Inspector Johnston what he knew to be true.


    He pulled out his phone as he turned his car around. Johnston was with him now. She agreed he had a point. A big point. And he was closer to Radio City than she was.


    “I can get there first,” he said.


    “Be careful!”


    Charles and Lionel were just crossing the lobby, bags in hand, when Dan arrived.


    Fury rose on Charles’s face. “I told you to leave us alone!”


    “Please, Charles!” Lionel grabbed his husband’s arm to quiet him. “Dan? What’s this all about?”


    Dan gave him a rueful look. “It’s about …” He shook his head. “It’s about orchids.”


    “What?”


    “Yeah, it’s about orchids.”


    “What are you talking about?” Charles demanded.


    Lionel quieted him again and said softly, “I don’t understand.”


    Dan took a breath. “To understand, you have to work backwards. A man is killed in his own home and the door is double locked. Makes you wonder why. Why go to the bother of locking a door when you know someone’s going to find the body eventually? The easy answer is, to give the killer plenty of getaway time. Sure, why not? It’s the likeliest reason, but in this case it wasn’t the real reason because nobody was trying to get away. Then I thought maybe it was a sign of veneration. Of love, even. It fit Ziggy’s story. Maybe Santiago’s, too. He and Yuri had been together long enough. In any case, either of them could have done it. It might have been an accident and the killer later sealed up the place like some kind of shrine. But that wasn’t it, either.”


    “How do you know?” Charles asked.


    “Because this murder was meticulously planned. The only thing that didn’t fit was the timing.”


    Dan saw the first cruiser pull up outside the building. Inspector Johnston got out and drew her gun. A second cruiser nosed into place behind it. Two more officers leapt out and followed.


    Dan kept talking. “So I asked myself, what if the death didn’t occur when it was supposed to? What if it occurred earlier than we were led to believe? Once I asked that question, things started falling into place. Except in that case, why would someone break into the dead man’s house to use his cell phone?”


    Lionel shook his head, a crease puckering his brow.


    “You would only do it if you wanted to make it look like the cell’s owner was still alive. Someone used Yuri Malevski’s phone to make a call to Mexico and to text an entry code to a house cleaner.”


    Lionel shook his head. “You mean it wasn’t Yuri who called me?”


    Dan shook his head. “No. It was someone else.”


    “But who?” Lionel asked. “It was Yuri’s voice on the message.”


    “Or a recording of Yuri’s voice.”


    “Oh.”


    Dan nodded. “Who else was around to use Yuri’s phone? You and Charles were in Mexico. The cleaning lady was just a cleaning lady who’d been set up to further the plot along, so I didn’t think it was her. A transsexual named Jan used to frequent the house, but no one had seen Jan for some time, so once again it was unlikely. There was even a weird neighbour with a grudge, plus a supposedly crooked cop thrown into the scenario to confuse things. And, unbeknownst to nearly everybody, a strange boy named Ziggy lived under the eaves in Yuri’s house. He confessed to me he’d extracted the entry code texted to the cleaning lady from Yuri’s cellphone. A very sweet lady in possession of some extremely valuable orchids, by the way.”


    Dan saw Inspector Johnston standing at the back of the lobby listening to him.


    “At first I wasn’t so sure about Ziggy, but I quickly realized he was more of a neurotic than a psychotic. Killer? Nah, I don’t think so. So who else was there?”


    Dan let the question hang in the air. He turned his gaze on Charles. “You left late to meet Lionel in Mexico, didn’t you?”


    Charles suddenly looked bewildered, dropping the lawyer’s bravado.


    “I had a case to close. I made arrangements to meet with Lionel two days later. It was a Saturday. The airline will have a record. I told you this already.”


    “True,” Dan said. “I don’t doubt what you say. But somebody made a call and sent a text. Then the phone disappeared. I don’t think that was part of the plan. It showed up this morning in a pawn shop with the fingerprints of the suicide victim who jumped from Overlea Bridge, by the way. Though it’s beginning to look as though that wasn’t really a suicide after all,” Dan said.


    “I knew it wasn’t,” Lionel said, turning to Charles. “Didn’t I tell you?”


    Dan continued. “But the question remains: why make a call and send a text? Why? To frame someone for the murder and cover up for the missing money that had been siphoned from the bar. Someone wanted to make it look as though Yuri was still alive, when in fact he’d been dead since the third of February.” He turned his gaze on Charles. “Probably not long after your argument with him.”


    “I didn’t kill Yuri!”


    Dan watched him. “I believe you now, but for a while I thought you had. Still, there was that call and the text from Yuri’s phone. They had to have been made by someone else, since Yuri was no longer alive.”


    Everyone stared at Dan.


    “But how do you know?” Charles ventured.


    “The orchids.”


    “What orchids? What are you talking about?”


    “You know, I couldn’t figure it out. Here’s a man who is supposedly crazy about orchids with a greenhouse full of dead plants. He’d paid a lot of money for those plants. They should have had flowers on them. They should have been alive. But most of them were already dead when a cleaner arrived and vacuumed the petals off the floor. That was a Thursday. Yuri’s body was discovered two days later, on Saturday. The coroner’s report said he’d been dead for two or three days at most, but in fact he was dead well before that. The house was nearly freezing for a week. The thermostat had been turned down to keep the body from decomposing. That’s why the doors were double-locked, to keep anyone with the code from entering and turning it back up until a few days before your return from Mexico by a cleaning woman who always cleaned house on Thursday.”


    “Then who made the call and sent the text?” Lionel asked.


    “Your lover.”


    Lionel looked to his husband. “But Charles was with me by the time I got the call. Besides, he changed his plans for business reasons at the last minute. His boss insisted. It wasn’t anything he planned.”


    “Yes,” Charles broke in. “I changed them for business.”


    “Nevertheless, Charles came later. He met you two days into your vacation in Mexico, as you both pointed out. It would have given him ample time to do the deed before turning down the thermostat and heading off to Mexico. As I say, he might have done it, but Charles didn’t have the code to Yuri’s house. In fact, he told me himself he never had the code.”


    “Then how could he have made the call or sent a text?” Lionel asked. “You just said —!”


    “I didn’t say your husband made them. I said your lover did. The same person I saw standing on the stoop when I arrived at Malevski’s house this morning. I thought I saw a delivery man trying to get into the house with an old code, but in fact he had just changed it after removing some very expensive orchids from the greenhouse. It was Santiago.”


    Lionel shook his head. “But Santiago’s dead!”


    “No, he’s not.”


    “Then who —?”


    “A boy who had already threatened suicide. Ziggy was pale as a ghost, even under all that make-up. Didn’t you notice the discrepancies on the body you identified as Santiago’s?”


    Lionel looked bewildered. “His face was damaged badly. I … I told you, he didn’t look right. He was all swollen up!”


    “Yes, and Ziggy told me Charles said he looked like Santiago’s younger brother. True, they looked a bit alike, but they were essentially different in obvious ways. Santiago has olive skin where Ziggy’s is pale. Santiago was hairy, while Ziggy was smooth.” Dan held Lionel’s gaze. “Ziggy told me he got the new code from Yuri’s phone. He would have had to pick it up to read it. Then later he sold it to a pawn shop, along with a few other items. That was a problem. They weren’t Santiago’s fingerprints on the phone, they were Ziggy’s. As his lover, you would have known you were identifying the wrong corpse. I saw Santiago’s picture about an hour ago, in fact, so I have a pretty good idea where the police will find him. He seems to have found an adopted mother. She keeps his picture beside the orchids he gave her for safekeeping.”


    Charles set his suitcase on the floor and looked at Lionel. The anger had been replaced by fear and uncertainty.


    “Why?”


    “Why?” Lionel looked away. “Why were you running around with that stupid little boy in girl’s clothes? And all those other scum you picked up, thinking I would never find out? You made me sign that prenuptial agreement, virtually locking me into marriage. Is that your idea of fair — tying me down and making me risk all my savings if I left you?”


    “That wasn’t the purpose …” Charles started to say. “I was protecting us. I was just doing what lawyers do.”


    “Protecting us?” Lionel spat at him. “And I was just doing what accountants do, balancing the accounts and tidying up your dirty little affairs all over the city. Santiago is twice the man you are.”


    From the corner of his eye, Dan saw Inspector Lydia Johnston move quietly toward Lionel.

  


  
    


    Epilogue


    Home


    Dan was just edging up to the curb when his phone rang.


    “Hey, Dad!”


    Ked’s voice nearly leapt out of the phone at him.


    “Hey! What’s up?”


    “I won!” He waited a beat. “The science contest! I won with my sling psychrometer!”


    Dan laughed. “That’s amazing!”


    “Old world technology,” Ked said. “It’s still the best.”


    “So are you going to give up your cellphone and revert to tin cans tied together with strings?”


    “That’s too old world for me. It probably even predates you.” There was a pause. “This will really help with scholarships.”


    “Great! I guess that’ll make it easier for you to move away from Toronto when you go to school.”


    “I guess.” There was a longer pause. “You really want me to move away?”


    “I want you to see what the rest of the world looks like. You have to leave home to do that. But it doesn’t mean you can’t come home again whenever you want.” He paused to consider. “How does Elizabeth feel about this?”


    “She thinks I should go, too.”


    “Then there’s your answer.” Dan put the car in park and turned off the ignition. “I’m truly thrilled for your win, but I just arrived somewhere and I need to do something. Can we talk about this later? Maybe over a little celebration?”


    “Sure.” Hesitance crept into Ked’s voice. “I’m busy tonight, though. Elizabeth and I are going out. Sorry.”


    “No worries. We’ll arrange something.”


    Dan got out of his car and stood looking up at the house that had relinquished nearly all of its secrets to him. For a moment, he wondered about the future owners, then decided he’d let them discover the secret panel on their own.


    He punched in the four numbers of the entry code, gratified to see red turn to green once again. Still welcome, after all. He was beginning to feel like part of the family. Maybe that was Yuri Malevski’s influence, creating a place where everyone could be at home.


    Most of the plants had been removed from the greenhouse. The few that remained were dead or too large to be moved easily. He hoped whoever took them knew their worth. Or maybe not. Why not just let them be plants, with no special price tag attached to them? Let them be appreciated for their beauty, he thought.


    Dan bounded up the stairs to the third floor and pushed on the panel. It swung open. He looked around the tiny space. The diary was gone — police evidence. The fingerprints on it had confirmed what he’d already known, that it was Ziggy who was pushed from Overlea Bridge.


    He nudged the curtains aside and looked out on Yuri Malevski’s lush garden. Who knew, but the fruit trees and flowers might have dated to the time of its construction, back when it was just becoming known as the Lockie House. It was a pleasant thought, all that stretching back into antiquity.


    It was a cozy hiding spot. Dan could have benefited from something like this as a boy escaping his father’s drunken aggression. He lay on the futon and stared at the beams overhead. Three words were scribbled in chalk on the wood: Ziggy was here! He felt a lump in his throat.


    Just then, his cell buzzed. It was Donny.


    “Are you still angry with me?” Donny asked.


    “Angry with you? Why?”


    “For introducing you to them and getting you mixed up in that sordid tale.”


    “Not your fault. You couldn’t have known. And no, I’m not angry with you.”


    “Thank god. Prabin told me I was imagining it, but I’ve had nothing but sleepless nights ever since.”


    “In fact,” Dan said, “if I’d listened to you in the first place, I might have been further ahead. You made the whole thing sound like a bad TV drama, and in fact that was what it was. I need to learn to think in clichés if I’m going to be more successful. It really was all about the protection money, but not because of the police. It was Lionel and his Cuban boyfriend scheming to steal from Yuri and have a life of luxury.”


    “So who did the killing?”


    “I thought you were above asking such sordid questions.”


    “Humour me this one time.”


    “Ziggy felt protective of Yuri, so he told Yuri about Santiago’s affair with Lionel after he saw them together. It wasn’t long before Yuri threw Santiago out. I think that was when Yuri discovered the missing money. His private file showed they’d been siphoning it out of the bar for months. When Yuri confronted Santiago, he killed him in his kitchen. With Lionel’s help, they made it look like Yuri died while Lionel was in Mexico and Santiago was off with the girlfriend at Jane and Finch. Lionel had an old recording of Yuri’s monthly meeting reminder. Santiago played it back to him over the phone while he was away.”


    “When did you catch on?”


    “It took a while. There were so many things telling me I was wrong, particularly the coroner’s report on the timing of the death. But once I reconsidered that in light of their affair, everything made sense. Lionel even made threatening calls to Santiago’s girlfriend to warn her off. He would probably have married Santiago himself if he hadn’t already been married to Charles. A divorce would have cost him dearly. I first began to suspect Lionel because he tried too hard to convince me it was Charles, when he should have been protecting him. It would have been all too convenient for them if Charles had been convicted of Yuri’s murder.”


    “Hmmm …” Donny said meditatively.


    “I blame myself for Ziggy’s death,” Dan said, running his fingers across the lettering overhead. “I don’t think anyone knew he was in the house till I mentioned it. The decision to make it look as though Santiago committed suicide figured neatly into their plans. Santiago lured Ziggy to the bridge, saying Charles wanted to meet him, only Charles wasn’t there when he arrived. Lionel planted his card on Ziggy to make sure he would be asked to identify the body. Being an illegal, there was no record of fingerprints or family to come looking for Santiago when he disappeared. Ziggy was perfect.”


    “How long will you beat yourself up for that one?”


    “How long have you got? I feel culpable. That won’t change.”


    “But in reality, Ziggy started the ball rolling by telling Yuri about Santiago and Lionel. With or without you, it would have come back to him once they knew. And you have to remember you saved Charles’s life, at least.”


    “I suspect the trip up north would have resulted in another fatality, made to seem accidental. Lionel hated that Charles was able to lord it over him once he’d signed the prenuptial and then went all over town having affairs. I was wrong about Charles, though. He may have ordinary human flaws, but he wasn’t the cesspool of immorality I thought he was.”


    “Glad to hear. So does this mean I can stop worrying about you for the time being?”


    “Why would you worry about me?”


    “Oh, I don’t know — getting beaten up in Quebec didn’t exactly quell my fears.”


    “A couple of thugs hired by some renegade cops, nothing more. Lydia thinks she knows who to pressure for an answer. I doubt I’ll be looking over my shoulder for that one the rest of my life.”


    “I just wish you’d stop taking chances. By the way, where are you?”


    “Yuri Malevski’s mansion.”


    Donny sucked in his breath. “Okay — I don’t even want to know.”


    “It’s all right. I wouldn’t tell if you tortured me.”


    “That sets my alarm bells ringing.”


    “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. Besides, you know what they say: wild horses couldn’t drag it out of me.”


    A match flared on the other end.


    “Question,” Dan said.


    “Shoot.”


    “If you were single and knew a very sexy cop who was also single, would you date him?”


    “If I were me, sure. If I were you? Definitely not.”


    “Why?”


    “Because he’s a cop and you’re a private eye. Isn’t that a little like dating the enemy?”


    “Kind of. It’s okay, I just wondered. I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Wait!”


    “What?”


    “If you do date him, will there be coercion?”


    Dan smiled. “If there is, it’ll be willing.”


    “Then it won’t be coercion. But in any case, take pictures.”


    Dan was seated at his kitchen table. He glanced up at the cupboards that once held his alcohol. What would they hold when Ked went away to school in the fall?


    He pulled out Nick Trposki’s card, pushing Hank’s orchid aside as he reached for his cell. The cop answered right away. There was a pause when Dan identified himself.


    “I’m not in a bar, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Dan said. “I’m not calling you to rescue me.”


    “Glad to hear. How can I help?”


    “Do you ever think about the future?”


    “Is this a trick question?”


    “Not really. I’d like to know.”


    “All right. Then, yes. Sometimes.”


    “That’s it?”


    There was a laugh. “Okay, here’s what it is. Mostly it depresses me to think about the future. I can barely stand to think about tomorrow let alone the distant future, but every once in a while I think about what I’ll be doing a year from now and whether I’ll be with anyone in another five. How’s that for a true confession?”


    “Pretty good,” Dan said. “I’ve got one, too. I don’t want to grow old alone. Especially since I’ve come to the realization that I can’t live with alcohol in the house. Imagine that — a grown man who can’t trust himself.”


    Nick gave a begrudging laugh. “I hear you.”


    “Some days I think the solution is to live with somebody. But then I think about it and I don’t like what it says about my independence.”


    “Giving it up, you mean?”


    “Yeah, that. At times I want to be with someone, but at other time I don’t want to be crowded out.”


    Nick waited. “So why are you telling me all this? Are you asking me out or something?”


    “Yes, I am officially asking you to go out on a date with me. No commitments, apart from dinner. What do you think?”


    “I’d be willing to consider it.”


    Dan laughed. “That’s it? Just willing to consider it?”


    “It would have to be a decent place. I may be a cop, but I still like good restaurants with nice atmosphere and top-quality food.”


    “How about Italian to start?”


    Nick laughed again. “When?”


    “I think we should begin tonight. No use waiting. I don’t know about you, but I’m already forty. I’m pretty sure neither of us is getting any younger.”


    “I agree,” Nick said. “I’m not far behind you in years.”


    “Tell you what. I just got home. I’m going to take a shower. Then I am going to make a reservation for two somewhere in the city. I’ll call and tell you where.”


    “Sounds good.”


    Dan waited a beat. “By the way, you know how you told me your last lover was the best guy you ever met?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Well, that’s not me. I’m more thorn than rose.”


    Nick laughed. “I never said I was perfect either. But he wasn’t really all that perfect, to tell the truth. You know the thing that pissed me off most about him?”


    “What?”


    “When he wanted out of the relationship, he was so angry he just moved away. He never even called to say goodbye.”


    Dan thought about this for a moment. “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t do that. I always say goodbye.”
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