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To Emma




 


  Things keep their secrets.




  —HERACLITUS




Interlocutrix

The auction was held at 5 p.m. in the street-level drawing room of the Lord Nelson Hotel, here in Halifax. Death on a Leipzig Balcony, by Robert Capa, was the first item on the docket. The auctioneer had just said, “. . . taken on April 18, 1945,” when my mother, Nora Ives—married name, Nora Ives Rigolet—walked almost casually up the center aisle and flung an open jar of black ink at the photograph. I heard, “No, it can’t be you!” But it was my own voice, already trying to refute the incident. My mother was tackled to the floor by the auctioneer’s assistant. An octopus of ink sent tentacles down the glass. My mother was lifted roughly to her feet by two security guards and escorted from the room. And here I thought she was safely tucked away in Nova Scotia Rest Hospital, across the harbor in Dartmouth, room 340.

I had been at the hotel to bid on Forest of Fontainbleau, an 1863 landscape by Eugène Cuvelier, the tenth photograph on the docket. Of course I lost out on that. Because immediately I went to the police station on Gottingen Street. There, through the one-way window, I witnessed my mother’s interrogation at the hands of my fiancée, Martha Crauchet. “We get the Chronicle-Herald in the common room, interlocutrix,” my mother said to Martha. I saw Martha jot down a word on her legal pad; I assumed it was “interlocutrix.” “Last week, Tuesday’s edition, maybe it was Wednesday’s, there was a notice of the auction. Right then I put my thinking cap on.” My mother fit on an invisible cap, like screwing in a lightbulb. “I decided it was best to leave during tea. You must understand, interlocutrix, that the hospital staff is always distracted during tea. I filched money from the attendant’s station. A little tin box they keep there. Then I slipped out the food service door. Free as a bird.”

“Then what—you made your way down to the wharf, right?” Martha said.

“I had on my good overcoat,” my mother said. “Not to worry I’d catch a cold.”

“And of course you now had pocket money for the ferry.”

“Once I arrived Halifax-side, I made my way to the Lord Nelson and sat down in the room where the auction was held. Have you ever been to the Lord Nelson, interlocutrix?”

“I have. Yes.”

“A very nice hotel, don’t you think? I sat there just as I pleased. Just like that. It was all quite exciting. I had my little jar of ink in my coat pocket. From Arts and Crafts.”


  —TRANSCRIPT, MARCH 19, 1977, HALIFAX REGIONAL POLICE


 

The interrogation ended around 7 p.m. Before a police officer accompanied her on the return ferry to Dartmouth and then to Nova Scotia Rest Hospital, I watched my mother, still in the interrogation room, make a drawing of Halifax Harbor for Martha. She drew it on a napkin. My mother had been given cups of coffee and a scone to tide her over. She signed the drawing, and in addition wrote, “Thank you for the warmest conversation I’ve had in possibly three years. Let’s please stay in touch.”

I lived in the cottage out back of 112 Spring Garden Road, a big Victorian house owned by Mrs. Esther Hamelin, my employer. The other person who lived on the property was a Mrs. Brevittmore (whose position was referred to as the “all-purpose”), who occupied a large, sunny room toward the rear of the house, overlooking the spacious, manicured lawn and garden. Mrs. Hamelin had turned seventy on March first. As she put it, “I was born into money. It was from the fisheries.”

Mrs. Hamelin’s photographic collection was mostly on the walls of the master bedroom, down the hall from the library, and two guest rooms on the third floor had some photographs on their walls. Also, there were fifteen late-nineteenth-century French photographs in the library. In my time working for Mrs. Hamelin, I knew her to have plenty of people in for tea. Plenty of professors of art from far-flung places. Plenty of dinner parties, but no overnight guests. Depends, of course, on what one means by overnight guest. Because one morning at about 4:30 I did notice Mrs. Brevittmore leave Mrs. Hamelin’s bedroom, carrying a tray with teacups and saucers and a teapot on it. I had been an insomniac in the library, studying up on Avignon Pont St. Bénezet, 1861, by Édouard Baldus, which I was to bid on in London a week later. (I lost out on it seconds before the final gavel.) It depicted wooden boats along a riverbank, an unfinished stone bridge, quiet waters. Anyway, I heard a rustle in the hallway, looked up, and saw Mrs. Brevittmore closing Mrs. Hamelin’s bedroom door. When I mentioned this to Martha, she said, “Well, either they’d just had a rendezvous or they didn’t. Either/or, it’s none of your business. Love is difficult enough to find in the world, isn’t it, and judgments don’t have a place here. You’re either happy for someone or you’re not. I’m happy for them. If you aren’t, then I’m not happy with you. Like my mother put it, ‘Some things say a lot, even if you can’t pronounce all the words.’ Then again, my mother read a lot of Victorian novels.”

“Okay, fine, but by ‘rendezvous’ you mean—”

“Use your imagination, Jacob. It’s the one thing left you when someone’s door is closed. I want to meet those two. Please introduce me to them soon. It’s just not right that I haven’t met them yet.”

“Mrs. Hamelin wants to meet you too,” I said. “She told me she’s looking at her calendar for when.”

“She’s been looking at it a long time,” Martha said. “But I refuse to get grumpy about it. I just won’t. Things happen when they’re meant to, mostly. But you have told her we’re serious, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have,” I said. “I most definitely have.”

My employment had originally been listed in the Chronicle-Herald: “Wanted: Live-in assistant. Must have special interest in travel. Interviews by appointment.” During my interview, Mrs. Hamelin asked how much education I’d had. I told her one year at Dalhousie University. She asked why I had dropped out. I told her I couldn’t afford the tuition. “Oh, I see,” she said, adding, “even though I’ve heard it’s modest for residents of Nova Scotia.” She asked my age. I told her I was twenty-nine. She asked how I’d been supporting myself, and I said, “Receiving and sorting stock at John W. Doull, Bookseller. Also, weekends I worked in the Halifax Free Library. My mother formerly was head librarian there.” She asked if I read a lot. I dissembled by replying with a question, hoping there was just enough irony in my voice to imply that the answer should be obvious. “Well, I am around books seven days a week, aren’t I?” She laughed hesitantly and asked if I’d done particularly well in any subject during my one year at university. I said, “That would have been a course called Introduction to Psychology.” She asked, “Why do you suppose you did well?” I said, “Because as I understood it, it was all about taking notice of people’s behavior and having strong opinions about it.” She said, “Good, good. Taking notice of people’s behavior at auction is very useful. You have to be competitive, especially at the opportune moment. You have to keep your wits about you. Do you think you’re up to that, Jacob?” “Yes,” I said truthfully, “and I also need the work. I’m helping support my mother.” She listed what would be my other responsibilities and then I was hired. “We’ll give it a try, then, you and I,” she said. Five weeks later in Amsterdam, I bid for and brought home Rock-Tombs and Pyramid, 1857, by Francis Frith, for three hundred dollars below what Mrs. Hamelin instructed was to be my ceiling bid. And that was exactly my bonus, three hundred dollars. A small fortune to me at the time, and still would be.

What were those other responsibilities? Daily shopping—list provided by Mrs. Brevittmore. Calla lilies to be picked up every Monday at the Flower Shop on Granville Street, a standing order. Purchase of new books, titles provided by Mrs. Hamelin. Carpentry as needed; I was good at that. Chauffeuring, though not often, because Mrs. Hamelin, as she put it, was “something of a homebody.” I drove her American car, a 1956 black Buick four-door sedan, with the word Dynaflow gliding across the glove compartment in silver metal cursive. Every other Sunday I would drive her to Mount Olive Holiness Church for the 9 a.m. service; I would sit in the back pew. Once I escorted her to a play by Harold Pinter, No Man’s Land. On rare occasions I would drive Mrs. Hamelin and Mrs. Brevittmore to the movies. They preferred matinees, tea afterward in the lobby of the Lord Nelson. In the lobby I would sit on a sofa in the corner and watch the comings and goings.

I was originally hired in March 1975, the fifteenth to be exact. All of that July I painted the exterior of Mrs. Hamelin’s house. In the first twenty-two months of my employment, my passport was stamped by customs officials in Amsterdam, London, Paris, and Copenhagen. In Paris and London I lost out on the bidding. I have already mentioned my success in Amsterdam. And I was successful in Copenhagen too, with Château de Bagatelle, c. 1860, by Charles Marville.

I often slept at Martha’s three-room apartment at 406 Cunard Street. That’s how I knew what my mother wrote on the napkin. Martha had put it in a transparent evidence bag and stuck it to the door of her refrigerator with a magnet. Late on the night of the auction I got up from Martha’s bed, walked to the refrigerator to pour a glass of ice water, and there it was, in plain sight. I studied the drawing a moment. Its one seagull wasn’t just the letter V floating in the sky; it had feathery definition and a keen eye. Clouds were filled-in black. Rain in the offing. In my mother’s depiction of a tugboat, I could make out the pilot in the wheelhouse. Life preservers. Mops. A fire ax and an accordion of hose behind glass. Old tire fenders along the rail. The drawing was altogether not bad.

I set the water glass on the bedside table and got under the bedclothes. Martha stretched her legs along mine and pressed against me. “I couldn’t get enough of you before,” she said. She breathed gently at my ear for a full minute at least. “Does your mouth hurt? Mine does. You don’t realize you’re kissing that hard until later. Maybe I’m feeling guilty, how I had to speak to Nora earlier.”

“Well, that’s what I call putting your guilt to good use,” I said.

“I know it’s my job, but after all, it was your own mother I was questioning. I’m sorry you had to watch me do it.”

“Martha, I asked to watch. I wanted to try and figure out what happened. Same as you tried. Besides, you weren’t exactly putting the screws to her.”

“No, but there’s protocol and conniving strategies and psychological tricks of the trade they teach us. None of that I much mind when the person’s a creep. I get mostly lowlife creeps, I’ve told you. But your mother, she seemed, I don’t know. Mainly she seemed disoriented, and I’d say kind of excited. Obviously a very intelligent woman, Nora. All those librarian awards and citations. She’s read, what, maybe five thousand books, you said. A very intelligent woman to talk with.”

“Anyway, you put her at ease. She was so shaky at first. And I haven’t seen her smoke a cigarette in ages.”

“The thing is, I’d have liked to have met your mother for the first time under different circumstances, for God’s sake. I mean, you proposed marriage October second, last year.”

“Same day you accepted.”

“Strange, don’t you think, how she kept calling me interlocutrix? I had to look the word up.”

“I looked it up too. Technically speaking, you do fit the definition, but it sounds so medieval torture chamber or something.”

“Interlocutrix, that’s me.”

“I’m confused. She was doing so well, my mother. The hospital said no episodes for eleven months. And then that photograph set her off. I have no earthly idea why.”

“You and me both.”

“Say the glass shattered. Say the photograph got splinters of glass. Say it was damaged. I’m talking thousands of dollars, maybe.”

“Luckily, it’s just ink on glass. Still and all, darling, a crime was committed. But factoring in that your mother’s been living in a hospital like she has, it’s unlikely she’ll go to jail. You’ll have to face the music tomorrow with Mrs. Hamelin, right?”

“First thing in the morning, I’ll go back to the house. She won’t have read about it in the papers probably till lunch. If it even makes the papers.”

“Want me to go with? To Mrs. Hamelin’s.”

“Sweet of you, but no. I’m just going to tell the truth and say why I lost out on the French photograph.”

“How do you think she’s going to take it?”

“Esther? Oh, probably get into a foul mood. She suffers from a kind of acquisition fever—her words. Of course, I’ve come back empty-handed before. Just because she’s rich as Croesus doesn’t mean I always get to outbid everyone. This one time in London, I bid higher than she’d instructed I should—it was reckless, way above my assigned ceiling bid. And I still got trounced. Esther brooded for a month, very aggressively.”

“I’ve noticed, to me she’s Esther, to everyone else she’s Mrs. Hamelin. What do you call her day to day?”

“Mrs. Hamelin. But I’m always thinking Esther. Two years of working for her, I allow myself that secret informality.”

“If you want, give me a call after you speak with her.”

“Want to sleep?”

“Definitely not. I haven’t shared this bed with you four nights in a row this week.”


Halifax Isn’t Mentioned in the Old Testament

The next morning, I watched Martha slip from bed, holding her auburn hair up behind her head, sleep creases along her shoulders. She took such good care of herself—she bicycled ten miles every Saturday morning, unless weather or some urgency at work prohibited. She had slim hips and an ever so slightly noticeable, and to me endearing, oddly syncopated walk, from a childhood injury. She only had a bathtub, no shower, and took quick morning baths, but in the evening could linger in the tub a long time, adding hot water, listening to the radio. There was nothing she liked more than to have a glass of wine delivered to her in the bathtub, to step from the bath, slip on her robe, and have dinner waiting on the kitchen table.

This morning she teased me by pulling back the bedclothes and lying down atop me, breasts pressed to my back. She kissed both of my ears, then said, “Oops, time to go.” She put on her street clothes and left the apartment. I got up from bed and turned off the radio. Martha had left a cup of coffee with a book set over it, to keep the coffee warm. The book was The Journals of Susanna Moodie, a collection of poems by Margaret Atwood. At John W. Doull, Bookseller, on Barrington Street, she had said to me at the cash register, “That’s right, I’m a detective who reads poetry. By the way, thanks for the employee discount. Every little bit helps.”

Setting the book on the table, I drank the coffee and thought back to my mother’s interrogation. When I’d asked Martha if I could watch and listen through the one-way glass, she’d said, “Against policy, but sure. Just don’t let the two other detectives give you any grief. If they snap at you, snap right back. Just, if they ask, say Detective Crauchet said it was okay to be there.”

During the interrogation, Martha couldn’t help but glance at the window now and then. I stood in the viewing room with Detective Tides and Detective Hodgdon. Naturally, Martha had mentioned their names, but I hadn’t met them before. I would guess that they were both in their early fifties. Tides was trim, about five feet nine, with short, entirely white hair, and wore glasses with owl-eyed black frames. He had an indoor pallor, a tight-lipped smile. Then there was Detective Hodgdon. He had thinning black hair, slicked back; you could see the comb tracks. He was an inch or so taller than Tides and far more wound up. Fidgety and impatient, he habitually snapped his fingers as if time itself wasn’t passing at an acceptable rate. He was out of shape, had an insomniac’s eyes, and, within one minute, exhibited ten different expressions of glumness. Tides wore a pinstripe suit, like he had a formal engagement later and was already dressed for it. Hodgdon’s suit was off the rack, and his white shirt was a size too small, at least around the stomach. Once, when he unbuttoned his jacket as if to let air circulate, I noticed a small Rorschach test of coffee splattered on his shirt, just above the pocket. “In the interrogation room,” Martha told me, “they like to alternate between bad cop and worse cop. That’s why I was glad I was the one in there with your mother. Tides and Hodgdon don’t know a thing about auctions anyway—believe me, they couldn’t care less. They just think, Hoity-toity folks with too much money, just for things to put on their walls.” Martha had also informed me that Hodgdon and Tides had worked together for fourteen years. She had been their colleague for five.

Ten or so minutes into the interrogation, Hodgdon said, “Detective Crauchet’s using some gentle tactics, you ask me. Maybe it’s a woman-to-woman thing. Me? I’d just say, ‘Hey, dipshit, why’d you want to go and attack those American war heroes in that photograph like you did?’”

“Look how gussied up the loon is,” Tides said, of course referring to my mother. “Hair all neatly coiffed, that silk scarf. Japanese- or Chinese-looking, that scarf, don’t you think, going by the pattern, that scarf? Slacks, blouse, shoes, all not cheap. Nicely turned out. She’s got to be what, maybe fifty-five, sixty? The point is, she got dressed for the occasion. I’d have to call that premeditated.”

“Probably been some time since she’d had a night on the town, eh?” Hodgdon said. “Can’t blame her for wanting to escape the loony bin for a few hours.”

“Rest hospital,” I said.

Hodgdon turned to me and said, “And you’re who again? I forget.”

“Name’s Jacob Rigolet,” Tides said. “That’s his mother in there, Nora Rigolet.”

“Rest hospital. Loony bin. Call it what you want, Jake,” Hodgdon said. “Hope you don’t mind me using the familiar—Jake. I’m a familiar sort of fellow.”

“Sssshhhh, hear that?” Tides said. “Just now she called it ‘my despised photograph.’ Now that’s personal. That’s very personal. What’s the story with that, do you suppose?”

“The story?” Hodgdon said. “What is this, English literature class? The story? Leave that to the shrinks. Willful destruction of private property is what we’re looking at here.”

“Attempted to destroy what she despised,” Tides said. “That behavior’s been around since the Old Testament.”

“However, considering Halifax isn’t mentioned in the Old Testament—following that logic, what you said doesn’t fall into our purview.”

“It was just a figure of speech,” Tides said.

“Oh, right, professor, a figure of speech,” Hodgdon said.

I cleared my throat loudly and said, “My mother was a librarian at the Halifax Free Library for thirty-eight years. She was a highly respected librarian.”

“No kidding, the Halifax Free Library,” Hodgdon said. “I got called out there last year. Turns out some dangerous criminal had moved the A volume of the Encyclopaedia Britannica over between the E and the F. I thought, What’s the big deal? But the head librarian thought it had gone missing. She actually referred to it as a ‘book kidnapping.’ Needed some drama in her life, or what? I had to include that phrase in my report. Librarians are control freaks.”

Tides and Hodgdon broke up laughing.

“That would have been Mrs. Rebecca Savernor,” I said. I had my temper up a little by this time. “She took my mother’s place when my mother—retired. Mrs. Savernor’s a respected librarian herself. Just so you know.”

Through the window, I saw Martha pour my mother a second cup of coffee from a thermos. Detective Tides and Detective Hodgdon suddenly left the room, like they’d been telepathically called away. At the door Tides threw me a glance of annoyed pity. At least now I could concentrate on the interrogation. “Nora, tell me, why this particular photograph?” Martha said. “You went to considerable effort, sneaking out of the hospital, terribly cold, windy afternoon like it was. Lovely coat, by the way. I admire it.” Martha ran her hand over the collar of my mother’s cashmere coat, which was draped over a separate chair. “But getting back to the auction in the Lord Nelson Hotel. You were, how to say it, very determined, Nora. A very determined woman. So, what is it about this particular photograph? Please tell me.”

“I demur,” my mother said. “But let me ask you something. It’s Detective Martha Crauchet, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Martha said.

“Martha, let me ask you something. Would you ever consider participating in Arts and Crafts where I live? It’s every morning at eleven. You could stay for lunch after.”


So You’re Telling Me That I Was Born in the Halifax Free Library and the Man I Thought Was My Father Was Not Really My Father

In the library, late on the morning after the auction, I gave Mrs. Hamelin all the details, except about the interrogation. “Your own mother, how sad,” she said. She was slowly shaking her head in pity, and maybe a touch of condescension spicing her sympathetic tone. “As I think about it, Jacob, there’s so little I really know about you. The sort of family you come from. But that wasn’t part of the initial interview, was it? I suppose I didn’t think it necessary.”

“Do you now?” I said.

“A little late for that, I’m afraid. Besides, you’ve been a splendid employee for the most part. I’ve no complaints.”

“When you’ve had complaints—”

“Yes, I’ve directly complained, haven’t I.”

“My mother was an excellent librarian. She’s just in a difficult stretch.”

“How long has this difficult stretch been so far?” Mrs. Hamelin said. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“At least three years. She had a breakdown. She went into the hospital a little over three years ago.”

“Oh, my. I see.”

“I’m sorry I lost out on the French photograph. But everyone lost out on everything. The auction was shut down right away.”

Mrs. Hamelin left the library. From my room in the cottage, I telephoned Martha at work. “It went badly,” I said.

“I thought it might,” she said.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting a real education.”

“Tell me at dinner, okay?”

“Philomene’s at eight o’clock. Is that all right?”

“See you.”

It was one of our longer telephone conversations. Neither of us much liked talking on the phone. We didn’t much like watching television, either. We were radio people. More specifically, we loved the old-time radio shows that were broadcast almost nightly on the series When Radio Was Radio, out of Montreal. Martha had a shortwave and taught me how to use it.

Movies, now that was a different story. In a five-month period, we had seen Chinatown, The Conversation, The Parallax View, The Odessa File, Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, The Man with the Golden Gun, Lenny, and A Woman Under the Influence. We always sat about three-quarters back from the screen, and Martha had to have an aisle seat. “It guarantees only you are next to me,” she said. “Half the same for you, right?”

Martha had all sorts of platitudes. One was, “A person has to run on a very personal kind of logic, or you end up feeling like any other sort of jerk. You just feel interchangeable.” She preferred platitudes that had a practical application. “If the kissing goes well, the rest has a good chance. If the kissing goes badly, best to just have a coffee together and call it a night.” The latter she said on our first date, actually, before any kissing had occurred.

Philomene’s was on the corner of Cogswell and Lower Water Streets. We had a partial view of the harbor from our table. Once the waiter left with our orders, I said, “On the phone you said you were getting quite the education.”

“An education having a lot to do with your mother, Jake. I’ve been studying her case file. Which is part of my job, case files are. As you know.”

“I never thought I’d hear those words: ‘her case file.’ What’s in it, though?”

“I’ve got to look right at you when I say all of this,” Martha said. “Because if I don’t, you’ll notice. And then you might think I’m keeping something from you. Because I’m not. It’s very important stuff. And it’s likely to get importanter. Is that even a word? Or, more important. The more time that passes, the more important it’s going to get.”

“They wouldn’t let me visit her today, my mother. I went over to the hospital and they said I should wait a week or so. Isn’t that something? My own mother. My librarian mother. I have to wait at least a week.”

“The thing is, right in my handbag I’ve got Nora’s case file.”

“Martha, I realize she’s committed a crime. I know there’s got to be a case file on her.”

“Yes, but there’s some real surprises in hers. She’s got what we call a history.”

“Surprises like what?”

“See, a case file doesn’t just include a description of whatever crime. It includes all sorts of background information. Modern archiving of all sorts of stuff, Jake. So, your mother’s file has a lot of her personal information. You know, dates and places and names, like who she was married to.”

“What do you mean, who she was married to? She was married to my father. Bernard Rigolet. What are you talking about?”

“Yes. Right. Nora and Bernard were married. But there’s other information.”

Martha reached into her handbag and took out the case file. She set it over her plate, opened it, put the third page on top, and traced her finger down a couple of paragraphs. “See, right here,” she said, tapping the page. “Right here it says: Nora Ives. Married on December 19, 1943, to an American named Bernard Rigolet. A son, Jacob Rigolet, born April 18, 1945. Place of birth: Halifax Free Library. Emergency situation. Baby born in good health.”

“This document says I was born in the library?”

“A copy of your birth certificate’s also in the file here, Jacob. But yes. Yes, Nora actually gave birth to you in the library. It was assisted by a female police officer.”

“How could that have happened? My mother never told me that. Why didn’t she ever tell me that?”

The waiter arrived with our salads. But Martha said to him, “We’re not going to eat, sorry. We’ve decided against eating. But I’m going to pay for the meal, all right? And we’re just going to sit for a while and talk.” She took out her wallet and displayed her detective’s ID.

The waiter nodded solemnly, which was actually kind of comical, though I wasn’t laughing, for obvious reasons, and he said, “I get it. Just consider you’re paying for your time at the table. Tonight’s not crowded anyway. Wave me over when you want the check. I’ll go and tell the kitchen to hold off on the entrées.”

“Thanks a lot,” Martha said.

The waiter took away the salads. Martha sipped some water and said, “I like our waiter for not sacrificing his tip.”

“Stick to the file, please,” I said.

“All right. According to Nora’s file, your father—I mean, the man you think of as your father—”

“What did you just say?”

“Please hear me out, darling, please. The file states: Bernard Rigolet completed his basic training at Fort Ord, California, on March 9, 1944. He was shipped overseas on March 28, 1944. He was in the U.S. First Army and fought for a year in France before he was shipped to Germany, where he was killed near the town of Leipzig on—”

“He died two days after I was born,” I said.

“Yes, on April 20, 1945.”

“My mother did tell me that. She did once tell me, ‘Your father was killed two days after you were born.’ I remember her saying that. Otherwise, I didn’t know much. She told me that Bernard was an American soldier in Germany while she was pregnant with me. That’s about it, really. I have some photographs of him, of course. I have photographs of them together, before he went overseas. And my mother has dozens of photographs of them together.”

Martha had her eyes fixed on me, encouraging me to concentrate, waiting for certain facts to sink in. But I was slow on the uptake.

Martha turned the page toward me. “Look at the dates in your mother’s file here,” she said. “If you look at the dates, you’ll see that Bernard Rigolet was sent overseas on March 28, 1944, like I said—which was more than a year before you were born, Jake.”

“So you’re saying—”

“I’m saying that Bernard was not your father.”

Martha placed her hands over mine on the table and said, “It’s all here in the file, Jacob.”

“So you’re telling me that I was born in the Halifax Free Library and the man I thought was my father was not really my father.”

“That’s right,” Martha said. “And because I love you, I’m not going to keep anything from you. And there’s something else. It has to do with the photograph that Nora . . . violated. Threw the ink against.”

“The photograph that was taken on the day I was born, you mean.”

“Bernard Rigolet is in the photograph.”

Martha took out a photocopy of Death on a Leipzig Balcony and set it in front of me. There was a soldier half in shadow, on all fours, looking at another soldier, who had been shot by a sniper and whose blood was darkly pooling near his body. The soldier half in shadow was circled in black Magic Marker. Martha lightly touched the circled man’s body. “That’s Bernard Rigolet,” she said. “The same Bernard Rigolet that all this time you thought was your father, but he wasn’t your father. That’s him. And by the end of the day, April 20, 1945, he was dead. Right near Leipzig. He was killed in another skirmish, after the First Army took Leipzig.”


You Detectives Stopped By Quite Early

Three nights after the calamitous auction, we had dinner in Martha’s apartment (I made kale-and-sausage soup, a recipe given me by Mrs. Brevittmore), and afterward Martha and I relaxed in bed, atop the bedclothes, listening to her favorite show, Detective Levy Detects, at its regular time, ten o’clock. Detective Levy Detects was set in a fictional Toronto “just after the war,” as the introductory narration to each episode informed the radio audience.

“Every episode is like American noir, except in Canada,” Martha once said when she was in a philosophical mood about Detective Levy Detects. “But noir is noir, and it’s the atmosphere that counts, in my opinion. I mean, it could be set in Tokyo or Mexico City or on the moon, for all I care, as long as the language is right and you can picture the sleazeballs and crooked cops and slinky dames and righteous but cynical gumshoes and innocent just-got-to-town types, all moving in and out of the shadows. The radio has to let you see all of this, right?”

The concept—if that’s the right word—of Detective Levy Detects has to do with time travel. The main setting is a kind of fleabag hotel (in fact, the first episode was titled “Say, What Kind of Hotel Is This, Anyway?”), the Devonshire, where a woman named Leah Diamond keeps a room. She is Detective Levy’s love interest. He is crazy about her. On the day the Toronto newspapers are filled with how Detective Levy screwed up a case involving a kidnapped child, he goes to the bar of the Devonshire Hotel to drown his sorrows. And that’s where he first meets Leah Diamond. One thing leads to the next, and they take the electric lift up to her room. The narrator said, “Their clothes fell away like they preferred the floor. The clothes, that is.” Pillow talk; then the telephone rings, and to Detective Levy’s great surprise, Leah Diamond not only answers the phone, but says, “Yeah, sure, come on up.” Soon three tough guys and their lady friends, all of whom talk like they are right out of 1940s Gangster Central Casting, walk right in without knocking. Leah Diamond introduces everyone all around.

Here is where the time travel comes in. By the end of the first episode, Detective Levy understands that every time he enters the hotel, he steps out of current-day Toronto and into the forties. And there it is: time-travel noir.

At the end of the first episode, Detective Levy and Leah Diamond get married in the hotel room. (“Why rush things?” he says. She replies, “So we can get to the honeymoon part, where we won’t rush things.”) What happens is, episode after episode, Leah Diamond, the hoodlums, and their wisecracking lady friends help Detective Levy solve his cases. “Bring us your little problems, Freddy,” a gangster named Slog Carmichael says to Detective Frederik Levy, “and we’ll work wonders orchestrating our various street smarts, and we’ll make beautiful music together, and you don’t even have to tell nobody we’re the ones upped your crime-fighting IQ. That way we get to help eliminate some of the competition—see, a life of crime is very competitive—and you get all the credit. Life works out fine sometimes, don’t it?”

 

But back to three nights after the auction. As I have mentioned, Martha and I were lying on top of the bedclothes. The second I turned on the radio, we heard a tough, bristling woman’s voice say, “Okay, gumshoe, I suppose you wanna know what happened here in my lousy hotel room, right?”

Detective Levy replies, “Well, I’m looking at a man lying here on the floor, and his face perfectly matches the face in this photograph, and this mug’s wife hired me to find him.”

“So now you found him,” the woman says.

“So did a bullet, by the looks of it.”

“He never mentioned the word ‘wife.’”

“Maybe he couldn’t pronounce it.”

“What happened was this,” the woman says. “He insisted we right away get horizontal. But I say I want to stay vertical. He says, ‘Aw, come on, sugar.’ I say no. He gets a certain look. So I shot him. So he got his wish. He’s horizontal.”

Martha lifted her sweater off over her head and tossed it onto the overstuffed chair near the bed. “You have to admit,” she said, “that woman’s got a way with words.”

The woman on the radio then says to Detective Levy, “See that room with the bed in it? It’s called a bedroom. Whattaya think about adding to my sins?”

“I’m of two minds about that,” Detective Levy says.

“I’m of two minds about it too,” she says, “but they’re both thinking the same thing.”

Martha and I got undressed and under the bedclothes. We made love through the rest of the episode, listened to repeat episodes, and then fell asleep. But at about 6:30 in the morning, we found ourselves making love again. It just happened. I had turned one way, she turned the same way. “I’m not quite awake,” she said, but she had reached down and slipped me inside her; we were both facing the east window.

“I can come this way so easily,” she said, “but I don’t want to yet.”

And at that moment Detective Tides called up rudely from the street. Then, equally disregarding the time and the neighbors, Detective Hodgdon pounded on Martha’s door, saying loudly, “Detective Crauchet, it’s your colleagues! Wake up. We’re on official business here. You alone? Come on, Martha, get up!” Knock knock knock.

Martha made me leave her, if you know what I mean. “Sorry, darling,” she said. “As much for me as for you, believe me.” She threw on a bathrobe and walked to the door. I heard her open it and say demurely, “You detectives stopped by quite early,” as if she’d forgotten she had invited them for tea or something. Then, with crankiness, “This better be something. I was getting my beauty sleep.”

“Got any coffee?” Detective Hodgdon said. “I take it black. Course, you know that from the office.”

Dressed now, I walked into the kitchen. “Oh, oh, oh, look who was invited to the slumber party,” Detective Tides said, pointing me out to Hodgdon. “Son of the librarian who went loony at the auction.”

“Oh, the pieces are all falling into place,” Hodgdon said archly. “This is just too much for me. I have to sit down.”

I saw that both detectives were unshaven, their suits rumpled, and it seemed that Hodgdon was already caffeine-wired.

“What pieces, pray tell?” Martha said. “That I have a private life and you don’t? Does your wife know that? Probably she does.”

“What what what? Is she always this off-tilt first thing in the morning?” Tides said to me. “It’s Jake, isn’t it?”

“What couldn’t wait that you had to barge in like this?” Martha said.

While I served coffee all around, Tides and Hodgdon got down to business. “Look, sorry for the ungodly hour,” Tides said. “You know as well as me, ‘off duty’ and ‘on duty’ are just figures of speech. Anyway, we’ve been up all night on a stakeout that didn’t amount to shit. We were in the neighborhood. And besides, we
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