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CHAPTER ONE

Dana, cmon, ya gotta get up! Its started again!

I pull the blanket over my head, but that does nothing to muffle Michaels voice or the sound of his knuckles insistently rapping on wood.

Go away, I mutter into my pillow, but that doesnt work either.

Dana! Im telling ya, Gerrys gonna blow any second. Ya gotta open the office!

I groan, turn my face toward the door. All right, all right, give me ten minutes. How many are down there?

Five. So far. They woke him up, so ya gotta hurry fore he loses it all over them.

For a brief, selfish moment, I wonder if thats the solution weve been looking for. Gerry can be a surly, snarly grizzly bear when poked and prodded out of hibernation. Catching sight of him lumbering toward them might be enough to drive those people away. To escape the guilt that comes after that thought, I throw off the covers and sprint to the kettle, plug it in, then dash back to fold the bed up into a couch, tossing the blanket over its cracked leather surface. The office is ready. Two more minutes to dress and brush my hair, pour boiling water and a teaspoon of coffee into a mug, then I can sink into my rocking chair and take a minute to breathe.

My tiny attic-style windows are frost covered inside and out, and its cold enough to freeze a quart of milk. If I had milk. The rooming house is old, and so is the furnace. While the tenants downstairs sweat and complain about the heat, up here we wear socks to bed and shiver ourselves to sleep.

As the first few sips of coffee penetrate my foggy brain, I realize we must have been on the news again last night. Every time they rehash the story of Mallick and the women we rescued from his basement, we have a new influx of clients seeking our help, which wouldnt be so bad if they had actual cases we could investigate, actual paying cases. So far, its been nothing but a litany of sad stories, bizarre requests, and lonely people. Our lives have been disrupted, our patience stretched way past the breaking point.

Delta Court was never meant to be a place for new beginnings. For some, like Michael, it was a half-step up from a hard life on the streets; for others, like Gerry, who spent most of his years in psychiatric hospitals, it was simply a place where social workers had marooned him when those same institutions were emptying out. Diamond came here, initially at least, to hide from himself and from his family after breaking down at university. Both he and Miss Semple carried a huge burden of shame, of failed expectations. Miss Semple, so lonely and isolated after the death of her husband, got caught up in the free seniors excursions to casinos, and, before she really understood what was happening to her, had lost all their life savings.

It was Maryanne who had brought us together, in life and in her death at the hands of Mallick; Maryanne whod made us stronger than we ever thought we could be. She helped me reclaim the life Id almost lost in the wake of a brutal assault that had landed me in hospital, and left me so fearful I could hardly step outside.

Hey, Dana, ya decent yet?

Gerry. I unlock the door and swing it wide. I glare for the hundredth time at the copper plaque that announces Dana Leoni, Private Detective lives here, and prop the door open. Its the signal hes been waiting for.

All right, go on up, turn left at the top. Thats Gerrys growl. Hes been waiting at the second-floor landing with his charge. Those first few days, when we were all enjoying a surfeit of optimism, hed bring them right to my door, but his legs and his lungs couldnt handle it. Hes big, over 300 pounds, most of that weight in his enormous belly. I hear him sink with an Ooof into a chair he keeps propped against the wall on the landing. I try to work my mouth into some semblance of a welcoming smile.

The man looks normal enough. Ski jacket, work pants, stub of a cigar clamped in his teeth. He thrusts out his hand, Jack Stevens, pumps mine up and down, all the while checking out the walls, the ceiling, the fixtures.

So what are you asking?

I perk up, and it isnt just the caffeine kicking in. No ones asked about our fees before. This could be the real thing.

It depends, I hedge. My computer course in private investigation hasnt dealt with fee scales yet; Im only three weeks into it.

I know you want out. Caught it on the news.

What?

Course, its the land Im interested in, Id knock down the building. Its falling apart anyway.

I get rid of him quickly. People hear what they want to hear, though how hes managed to mangle the story so badly is beyond me. Not to mention how offended my landlord would be. Knock it down?

At first, I think its Gerry coming next up the rest of the stairsvery few people can make each step shudder in protest like thatbut the man looming in the doorway is a stranger to me, a very large stranger who has to angle his body sideways to enter the room. Hi, he mumbles, moving past me to almost collapse in my rocking chair. His breathing is laboured and ragged, the poor man. Those stairs can be a killer.

Hi, yourself. How can I help you?

Miss Semple, looking a bit frazzled herself, pops her head through the doorway to offer tea to our guest. It would be her contribution, she said, back when we were enthusiastic about the future, something to help make people more comfortable. Not one cup of tea has ever made it into this office.

Dont like tea. Ya got coffee?

Miss Semple looks at me, knowing about my stash of Tasters Choice. I nod, a bit ungraciously, and she busies herself with my kettle. My visitor stares at his feet while the kettle boils. He seems to have all the time in the world.

Sugar?

Double double.

Im afraid theres no milk. Can you drink it black?

No. We might have broken his heart, he sounds so utterly disappointed. Nothin then.

Miss Semple retreats to her room, across the hall from mine. I wish I could go with her, but instead I ask him what he needs from us.

My cheque never come. Comes every month, my cheque, my drug card, I take the cheque to the bank, I take my drug card to the drugstore, I pick up my meds, and I pay my rent. Every month. This month, same envelope, but I opened it: no cheque. No drug card. So maybe someone stole it. I need you to find it. He has a nice face, unlined, no blemishes, but his eyes are vague and watery.

My names Dana

I know that.

Okay. I was hoping to get his name, but thats all right. Did you keep the envelope?

Yep.

One huge meaty hand comes out of his jacket and jabs the air near me. I take the envelope and look inside. Theres a paper in there. I pull it out and skim the notice. Ive seen a number of these over the past months.

Did you see this? I wave the notice around.

Yep. Its not my cheque.

Did you read it?

Cant.

This is from the government. They say you havent kept your appointment with your worker, and you havent answered any of their letters. Theyre holding your cheque till they hear from you.

But I need to pay my rent. My landlord, hes not patient, he tells me that all the time. Im not a patient man, Howie, he tells me. Make sure you bring your rent on time.

Okay, Howie, this is what you need to do. Do you know the drop-in centre up on Queen? I work relief there, its how I manage to pay my own rent. He nods. Okay. I need you to go there todaythis afternoon between one and five oclockand talk to Pete. Hell call the office for you, get it all straightened out. Will you do that?

You cant help?

I am helping, Howie. Im sending you to the right place and the right person. Pete is a good guy. Ill write you a note to give him. Will you go?

I already came here. Now I have to go there. He sighs heavily. All right, then. If I have to.

Youre welcome. I find a piece of paper and scribble a note to Pete, explaining Howies predicament, and hand it to him. Hes not eager to go, just stares at the paper Ive given him, but then lumbers to his feet and heads back downstairs.

I recognize our third petitioner. Shes the crossing guard with the very active whistle who works up by the elementary school a few blocks west of us. Shes hard to missher frenetic blowing starts as soon as her foot hits the street, cars or not, and keeps blasting long bursts of noise all the way across as the children cover their ears and run. Oddly enough, her voice, which Ive never heard before, matches the whistle in volume and intensity. She doesnt bother with names or niceties, just plunks down on the couch, her Day-Glo vest flapping around her, and lets it all hang out.

People are evil! I dont understand why God allows them on the earth! He said he loved me! Thats what he said! But he whores around with her! Theyll burn in Hell, both of them! You find her for me! You tell her! God will get her!

I rush to close the door, hoping against hope that Sister Jane isnt in the house, but not before I hear Gerry groan from the very depths of his battered soul, Oh no, not another religious nut. I dont blame him. Weve only just quelled one holy war, one that pitted Sister Jane against Gerry. All this God talk might stir it right up again.



Sister Jane. Self-appointed prophet of doom.

Our landlord at Delta Court is usually careful in his selection of tenants, though not always lucky. His relatives, who help him manage the place, are a little less wary, and sometimes they move too fast, in far too much of a hurry to fill a bed. These occasional missteps mean we are forced to co-exist with hard-core druggies, ladies of the night and their shifty-eyed customers, petty thieves, and individuals further round the bend than it is wise to travel. Sister Jane is in the latter category. She has a religious mania that just wont quit.

Of course, not everyone who acts crazy is crazythat was one of my earliest lessons in this neighbourhood. When Sister Jane first arrived, she didnt invite pity or calls for an urgent mental health assessment. She was simply mean, a bully, someone who enjoyed scaring people. It gave her a power and a pulpit that life itself had denied her. She banged on every door in the house with her urgent message of salvation. Shed put her sallow face really close to yours, and spittle would fly from between missing front teeth, the words and her breath battering her listener:

Do you know Jesus? Have you been saved? Will you be born again in his blood? Hes waiting for your answer and times running out. Is all your sinning, and lying, and fornication, is it worth an eternity in Hell?

She would take over the common room whenever she found it empty, and read her Bible out loud. She seemed stuck on Revelations. It was peculiar, but Id hear her smacking her lips like she was eating tasty Kentucky Fried Chicken pieces instead of mouthing her way through the most gory passages. Or shed pluck the two remaining strings of her battered guitar and in her high, straining voice, somewhat like a cat in heatand indeed, our poor confused cat came looking for his paramoursing about damnation. Sister Jane was so over the top that I failed to recognize the effect she was having, especially on Gerry. He started to have nightmares. He didnt tell anyone about the nights he woke up sweating, certain he could feel the flames tasting his skin. He got dark crescents under his eyes, and stopped his daytime napping altogether. It wasnt until we were playing cribbage in the common room one afternoon that I realized how troubled he was. He used to wipe the table with us, but now he couldnt even seem to work up a good insult about our game. His hands were trembling and he kept yawning hugely.

Gerry, is everything all right? You seem so tired, Miss Semple said, watching him try to place the little yellow peg into the hole on the board.

He just grunted.

I dont mean to pry, Gerry, its just youre not your usual self.

So who the hell am I, then? he snapped, mashing the peg into the board with one meaty fist. Then he seemed shocked at his own rudeness. Sorry, sorry, Miss Semple. Its just, Im reallyCan I ask you a question? You go to church, right? I mean, almost every day, youre down at your mission?

Yes, the church and the mission are all in the same building. She was curious then and so was I. The cribbage board was forgotten as we leaned toward one another, making a tight circle with our heads.

So youre pretty close, you and Him?

You could say that.

Even though it was fairly cold in the room, there were beads of sweat on his broad forehead. He glowered down at the table.

Its that damn woman. I swear, shes done something to me, some voodoo. Im afraid to close my eyes, I start to feel all hot and sweaty, and its like somethings breathing down my neck, something real bad, you know? She goes on and on about being born again, I dont even know what the hell that means, or how a person gets saved. Miss Semple, you know God, and Jesus, and all that crapis what shes saying true? Am I going to Hell? It was easy to forget sometimes that Gerry had been locked up as a child, committed to an institution, that he knew very little about many things we all took for granted, and I guess religion was one of those things.

I didnt envy Miss Semple at that moment. She was touched by his distress; anyone would have been. He was so big and yet so vulnerable. She patted his hand where it lay on the card table.

Sister Jane is a very confused woman. Her God is all about punishment and retribution. I feel sorry for her, really. Gerry, youre a good, kind, brave person. All you have to know is that God loves you and wants you to try to be the best person you can be. Thats all.

Gerrys face was really red, and he was trying not to cry. It seemed hard for him to speak, but he took a deep, shuddering breath and asked, Will you, could you, you know, talk to your God about me? Tell Him not to believe what shes saying?

Ill tell Him, Gerry. Dont you worry. In the meantime, I think I have something that will make you feel better. Ill be right back.

As we watched her leave, Gerry looked at me ruefully. Youre not gonna laugh at me, are you? And youre not gonna tell Michael that she got to me, okay? Hed never let me hear the end of it.

I promise.

You got an opinion about all this God stuff?

I paused, choosing my words carefully.

I dont know, I think Im still trying to work that out. But Sister Jane is not the person to learn from, that I know for sure. Shes too full of hate, for one thing. Something is missing in her makeup, Gerry, something you have in spades.

Uncomfortable with all this seriousness, Gerry breaks the tension. Whats that? Fat? You gonna make a fat joke?

She has no heart, Gerry. Just meanness. You gotta feel sorry for her, really. Must be awful being her.

He thought about that, his head lowered. How much longer do you think shes gonna stay here?

I dont know. I wish shed leave too. But there cant be that many places for her to go. Who else would put up with her?

At that moment, Miss Semple walked in with her hands behind her back. We looked at her curiously, and she smiled her little smile, telling Gerry to close his eyes for a moment, which he did without protest.

She draped something over his neck, I couldnt see what until she moved to the side. Gerry opened his eyes, looked down at his broad expanse of chest, and there, lying resplendently against his heavily stained yellow T-shirt, was a large silver cross.

I had to use a strong twine; the old chain wouldnt have fit you. It was my husbands, and his fathers before him, and he was about half your size, Gerry. It looks lovely, doesnt it? It will help protect you from those bad dreams.

Gerrys grubby fingers touched the cross so tentatively, then caressed the metal; his mouth opened but no words came out. He knew how great a gift this was, how much Miss Semple had loved her husband, how much she still missed him. Both he and Miss Semple had tears in their eyes. Gerry stood up, ignoring his chair as it fell behind him, and opened his arms to Miss Semple.

He slept like a baby after that. Sister Jane seemed to realize shed lost her power over him, and stopped bringing doom and gloom into the common room, but it was a fragile peace, one that could be broken by this sobbing, screaming crossing guard now seated on my couch.

Im a Christian woman! A good woman! I go to church every day! I pray that God will punish them! Wipe them from the earth! People are so horrible!

Um, your boyfriend is fooling around?

Theres a vein standing out on her forehead, thick and blue and throbbing. Oh, Miss Semple, nows the time for tea. And sedatives. But she wisely stays in her room across the hall, so instead I get a roll of toilet paper from my tiny bathroomKleenex is a luxury I cant affordand hand it to her; she unwinds a great gob of paper and blows noisily into it. I pat her knee, murmur consoling nothings as she struggles to get the words out.

He said wed get married. I never would have slept with him if I didnt believe him. But he never came home last night, I couldnt find him, and I know hes out with that whore!

I tell her she deserves better, that she should kick him out and find herself a new man. She nods her head frenetically, bobbing it up and down and up again; this woman does everything in high gear. I get her settled after another twenty minutes of commiseration, but still theres a loud buzzing in my ears that stays even as the holy terror clatters her way down the stairs. I tap the side of my head with the palm of my hand, but the damage is probably permanent.



Next up, sidling into the room, shoulders hunched and eyes darting everywhere, is number four. He looks like a jailhouse snitch, runny nose, bad complexion, missing teeth. He mumbles his name, and though I cant hear it, I dont bother to ask him to repeat it. He pulls out a sheaf of wrinkled and stained paper from a torn pocket of his equally wrinkled and stained overcoat, and hands it to me.

Its all there.

I stare in some confusion at the top page. Its covered in tiny printing from edge to edge, not a period or a comma breaking the flow.

Good.

Maybe hell leave, now that hes delivered it.

I been watching them for weeks. Dont worry. They dont see me. He wipes his nose on his sleeve, stabs at the papers with his finger. People go in. Never come out. Interested?

We, ah, we dont pay for information, I say, hazarding a guess as to his motives.

He snarls, Screw you! Snatching the papers out of my hand, he backs out of the room, yelling on his way downstairs, You owe me, you bitch, weeks of work on this, and you try and stiff me?

I hear Gerrys chair hit the floor. My obese but determined knight is up and ready for action, bellowing, You watch your dirty mouth! I almost trip over my own shoelaces rushing down to get between them. Gerry has one meaty hand twisted around the lapels of the dirty coat, flattening the man against the wall.

Its okay, Gerry, let him go.

Not till he says hes sorry!

The guys a slow learner, he kicks out, bruising my shin, writhing and wriggling all the while, only making Gerry madder. Then hes down the stairs and out the front door, slamming it behind him. Gerrys left with the coat, which he throws down in disgust.

He huffs and puffs, then asks, You all right?

I decide not to mention my leg, right his chair, and get him to sit for a moment. Miss Semple appears, her eyes wide with alarm, and starts to fuss over Gerry, brushing his long, greasy hair back from his face, telling him to take deep, slow breaths, watching as the brilliant scarlet colouring gives way to his usual pallor. I notice theres a tiny run in her stocking, and her blouse is buttoned out of sequence. Telltale signs that these disturbances are getting to her too.

Theres a silver lining, a little late but nevertheless welcome, as Michael calls up that our fifth visitor, spooked by the brouhaha, has vanished. We make our way to the blessedly empty common room and collapse around the card table, staring bleakly at one another. Gerry says what were all thinking.

We got to go out of business. I cant do this anymore. Even Michael, who was the most hopeful in the beginning, assigning roles to everyone, keeping our spirits up, is nodding agreement.

Im sorry. I thought it was a good idea. He sighs, drapes an arm around Gerrys shoulders. I was sure wed all be working by now. Solving things.

Michael looks crestfallen. In spite of the hard life he led as a former street kid, he becomes filled with energy and enthusiasm and a sometimes reckless commitment when he believes he can help. We almost lost him when he went off on his own against Mallick. I can still see the scars from the beating he took then.

It was worth trying, but youre right, I tell them. This is crazy. Ill make a sign, stick it on the door. I should have done it weeks ago.

We dont move, dont speak. Weariness and disappointment are weighing us down. We all hear the knock on the front door. Gerry groans, places his hands flat on the table to push himself up. Stay here, says Michael. Ill deal with it.

I should do something to break this mood, but my brain is too fuzzy to come up with something positive.

Relax, guys, its just Pete. Michael leads him in, grinning happily. Pete, my friend and mentor from the drop-in centre, takes one look at us and says sympathetically, Star Television. A ten-minute segment on Mallick. He was beaten up in prison, they broke his arm, his nose, a few ribs. I figured youd be having a busy morning.

Not anymore. Were done, says Gerry, firmly.

Oh. Thats too bad. I guess you dont want to hear about this call that came in on the weekend, looking for He waits a beat then points a finger at me, Dana Leoni, Private Investigator. A man by the name of Bernie Preston. He says he went to school with you, Dana, and he has a job for you.

Were speechless, all of us, even Michael. After all, weve just thrown in the towel, accepted that this venture was ill-conceived at best, and heres Pete with a last-minute reprieve.

Miss Semple recovers first. Dana, do you know who he is?

Im trying to remember. Bernie?

Preston.

Bernie Preston. No, nothing.

Well, he knows you. He asked if you could come to his office this afternoon, around two. Hes some sort of bigwig in the office towers at First Canadian Place, King and Bay. He hands me a folded slip of paper with the floor number and the name of a firm. Good luck, Dana. Ill be waiting to hear all about it. Michael, want a lift in?

Pete has been true to his word, arranging for Michael to plead guilty to old break-and-enter and failure-to-appear charges in return for a sentence of 120 hours of community service. Working at the drop-in has given Michael a new respect for himself. Hes a natural with the clients, able to relate well to lives limited by poverty and histories of abuse. Not that he hasnt slipped from time to time. I want to hear all about it, as soon as I get home. Promise?

Of course. Go on now.

Miss Semple, the lights in her eyes back on and bright, chirps, Wonderful. This is wonderful. Just what we needed. But we should still put that sign on the door. Ill write it up and find some tape.

Even Gerrys found new energy. Yeah, yeah, for sure. No more riff-raff, no more sickos. Were known on Bay Street now.



Normally, I would walk downtown instead of heading toward the streetcar stop. It takes less than forty-five minutes in the right shoes. Not so in these pumps I have on, a gift from Charlene, my actress friend, who with her uncle Jeremy runs a successful theatre company in the High Park area of Toronto. The pumps match the dress her uncle gave me perfectly. Both Charlene and Jeremy felt it would be better for me to have a business outfit of my own, instead of always having to raid the theatres wardrobe department.

It was Miss Semples idea to dress up. Youll look so much nicer, dear, she said, and youll feel better. It is an office building, after all.

Gerry chipped in, Yeah, you dont wanna give them the idea that were a Mickey Mouse outfit, do ya?

Even Diamond, who rarely comments on things like this, threw in his two cents. I think Miss Semples right. We should look professional if were still serious about doing this. I could tell that he was impressed by the Bay Street address, and I wished he were going with me. Hed fit in a lot better.

Id caved and gone upstairs to change, unsure why I hadnt dressed properly in the first place. Maybe I was displaying some ambivalence about meeting anyone from my past, even someone I had no memory of. Ive kept an almost entirely separate existence from before. I havent attempted to get in touch with even the closest of friends. Its as though my life started only when I walked through the doors of Delta Court.

They were all waiting for me when I came back down, Michael managing a piercing wolf whistle, and Miss Semple clapping approvingly. Diamond had his coat on. He could be something of a mind reader at timeshe said hed ride with me as far as the subway, since he still had some work to do at school.



There are low clouds hanging in the sky as we walk to the streetcar. They look full to bursting with snow or rain, I cant tell which, but it doesnt really matter to us. Diamond keeps shaking his head, murmuring Bay Street!

I know, its weird. Ive been racking my brain, but for the life of me I cant remember anyone by that name. And you know how cliquey students are. I was in arts; so were all my friends.

Yes, but I was in medicine, and now Im studying economics. It happens. People change.

I turn to look at him, smile.

Hes changed over the time Ive known him. Gained a little weighthes not looking nearly so skeletal anymoreand though hes still not a great talker, he doesnt have the same difficulty finding words as he did back then. Hes become confident, self-assured, and hes doing really well in his courses. And now he tries to reassure me with a one-armed hug as were walking, not something the old Diamond would ever have thought to do.

You cant let the address intimidate you, Dana. Youre just as goodactually, youre probably better than anyone in there. You know that, dont you?

I laugh. Diamond is as precious as his name, given to him by Maryanne, implies.

We board the streetcar and spend the time chatting about his courses, the weather, his parents. He keeps it light until we reach his stop, then squeezes my hand for luck. Youll do great, Dana, no worries!

When the streetcar reaches Bay Street, I step onto the sidewalk and am immediately jostled by crowds of purposeful people rushing from place to place. My watch tells me Im just on time, so with a deep breath, I cross at the lights and try not to look up.







CHAPTER TWO

The office tower in front of me is not a warm, welcoming place. Theres such a thing as too big, too much metal and glass. Everything is rigorously polished, from the badges on the security personnel to the elevator doors, which open to display people who are also buffed to a high sheen, glowing with health and prosperity, making me wish Id worn sunglasses as I crowd in with them.

I get out on the 42nd floor, turning right to the offices of Bernies company, Preston Inc. Everything speaks of conspicuous consumption, from the flower arrangements to the art on the walls. Theres an attractive, tanned receptionist talking into a phone; her desk is bigger than my room. When she puts the receiver down, I tell her why Im here. My voice is making a slightly squeaky sound, as though the air here is too rarefied for common folk, but she politely ignores this and responds perkily, Oh, yes, Mr. Preston is expecting you. Just one moment, Ill have his assistant escort you. Its not just my voice that has the jitters. In spite of Diamonds pep talk, I feel totally out of my element here, and worried about who is waiting for me down the hall.

The assistant, all legs and high heels, poise and fashion sense, appears in seconds, smiling falsely but broadly, and I follow her through a maze of doors and corridors, wishing I had some bread crumbs to scatter to find my way back. No doubt theyd be vacuumed up as soon as they hit the floor. All this is making me feel drab and undernourished. Im expecting Bernie to be a clone of the elevator people, which is depressing me further. Hell take one look at me and realize hes made a mistake.

My guide stops abruptly, taps on an open door, and steps in. I cant see anything at first, dazzled by the sun (Im sure it was cloudy when I stepped into the building) pouring generously through a wall of windows. I can just make out the top of the CN Tower and the roof of the Rogers Centre, a dizzying view. A shadow rises from a leather chair behind an expanse of glass desk. I blink rapidly to clear my vision but before it returns Im locked into an embrace witha dwarf.

Dana, how wonderful to see you again after all these years! The dwarf is speaking into my armpit, which is where his head is resting. I try to politely extricate myself, but were locked in here. I can just make out the top of his head and the oddness of his hair. I push back, enough to see hes had a row of implants that havent quite grown in yet.

Bernie, good to see you too.

I look for clues, some spark to bring memory rushing back. Hes fat, theres no other word for it, and going for obesity. And short, really short. Im surprised they let him in the building; Im sure they have height and weight requirements like amusement park rides.

He grabs hold of me by the arms, beaming up at me, but his arms are truncated and dont allow for much distance. Instead of meeting his gaze, Im checking out his suit, thinking he must use a private tailor, it fits him so well.

Please, sit down. Can I get you some coffee or tea?

Thank you, no.

I sink into the chair opposite his desk, holding one hand over my eyes to block out the glare.

Let me take care of that. He waddles to the window, fiddles with something, and the panoramic view disappears in a whisper of blinds. You look better than ever, Dana. Whats your secret?

My secret is that I have no idea who the hell you are, I think. I should bite the bullet here, and just tell him, but hes off again, not waiting for revelations.

I was so impressed by the media coverage you received. I always knew you were something special, destined for great things. Even back then. And when my mother, her name is Anna if you recall, went strange like she did, I said to myself, Bernie, get Dana on it. Hes beaming at me. There is something familiar about that smile, so wide and open. For a moment therebut no, nothing. The other day I was rummaging around in old boxes, looking for pictures, and guess what I found?

Is this the first test of my detecting skills?

A picture? Part of me thinks this is all an elaborate joke, any minute now hell slough off the ugly duckling costume, and a six-foot-two blond bodybuilder will step from the ruins.

Yes! He has a lot of energy, in spite of his size, and hes coming at me again, waving a little pile of photos. Look, remember these?

After a moment of staring, I do. What hap I bite the inside of my cheek, preventing more damning words from escaping. I realize Im shaking my head and I stop that too. Bernie. That wasnt what we called him back then, the cute, elfin, beret-wearing sophisticate who attended all the parties and dinners, always bringing the best wine and the tallest, most willowy women he could find. Harp was his nickname, the economics student who preferred the arts crowd.

Youre probably wondering what the hell happened to me. I open my mouth to deny that vigorously, but he isnt looking for a response. With one stubby finger hes jabbing toward the walls of his office, the view, and the door his secretary has closed behind her. All this happened. My fathers company. I didnt want any of it. But it was expected. I didnt even try to fight it. And damn if I wasnt good at it. His chair protests ominously as he sits again, leaning forward, elbows on his desk.

Those days, back in university, were the only time I felt really alive. Remember those all-nighters? How we used to discuss everything? Politics, novels, music, philosophy? I would pretend I could do anything, be anything. But I knew what was waiting for me.

Shuffling through the photos, I see people I havent thought about for ages. Its like stepping through the looking glass; I can almost hear the conversations, the laughter. I see myself standing close to a boy I was dating at the time, but I cant remember what I was thinking or feeling. Bernie is in the centre of most of the pictures, a glass of wine in one hand, a cigarette in the other. He was a graduate student when I was in second year, and he made quite the impression on my friends and me.

Im sorry, Bernie. And I am. His voice is carrying me back to those stuffy student bars. I can almost see him holding court, mesmerizing us with his arguments, always well thought out, often deliberately provocative. He loved the verbal fencing. There was a charismatic quality to the younger Bernie, and it hasnt totally been lost. I can even see the outlines of his lost self in the fleshy folds of his face, in that brilliant smile. His eyes are the same. I see that now. A bright, sparkly blue, the way they used to be. With more than a flutter of panic, I try to recall if I ever slept with him. Why else would I remember those eyes, and not those of the man with his hand resting proprietarily on my shoulder in the photo?

Bernie shrugs. Ive no one to blame but myself. I never learned to say no to my parents. They were cold people, and I was always looking for their approval. Wanting their love

An awkward silence falls. Bernie brings me back to the present as he clears his throat loudly and pulls out a handkerchief from deep in his pocket, blowing his nose vigorously before continuing.

But thats no matter. When my father passed away, almost five months ago now, I thought that was my chance to get closer to my mother. I moved back home temporarily, took care of everything for herthe notices, the funeral, sorting and packing up his things. I even made elaborate meals, brought them up to her room, hoping shed, I dont know, talk about him, them. But I was not welcome, that was clear.

It wasnt until one afternoon, while my mother was napping, that I decided to tackle the study. My father kept a large desk in there. He wasnt terribly organized at home, and papers were all over, jammed into drawers, willy-nilly. Id just made a real start when she appeared in the doorway. She was nearly hysterical and demanded that I stop interfering with her things immediately. She wouldnt speak to me again until dinnertime. Shed recovered herself more or less by then, but told me she preferredsuch a mild term under the
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