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“Some people can’t figure out what I’m doing. It’s not a walk-hop, it’s not a trot, it’s running, or as close as I can get to running, and it’s harder than doing it on two legs. It makes me mad when people call this a walk. If I was walking it wouldn’t be anything.”

—Terry Fox— 

(1958-1981)

Dedicated 

To Wheelchair Users, particularly Matthew, and Elisabeth, Freda, Peter. The world needs to learn more about get-on-with-it spirit. 
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Monday, 5:00 p.m.

The January dusk pulsed with the flashing red lights of half a dozen cruisers. Ahead of me, a crime scene van swerved and parked. Two uniforms jumped out and opened the back doors. A night scanner on top of the van rose into position, ready to bring vivid clarity to what looked like an ordinary frozen mud field at the edge of a developing subdivision. For a journalist, this was like winning the lotto. 

What do we have here? I felt my excitement building, forgetting about the cold beer I’d be cracking right about now if I were at home. Please God, a murder.

After parking my car at the side of the road and assembling my wheelchair, I approached the gathering of officers. Lack of snow this year made the short journey easier, my wheels bumping over frozen ground instead of getting stuck in ornery drifts and ridges of ice. Earl, a reporter from a competitive newspaper, stood twenty feet away. We seemed to be the only journalists amongst the officials. Crime in a suburban town like Lakeville was usually minor stuff and not worth the trip, particularly for the big dailies in Toronto. A cop I knew walked toward me. Out of respect for protocol, I held up my press card.

He waved it away with a smile that was more bared teeth than grin. “We can always count on you, Marsh.”

“Evening, Jerry. Looks like this is a big deal.”

“Body. We’ll be here a while. Where’s your sidekick?”

I tried to hide my joy at the news. “Munro’s taking a few days off. Renovating his bathroom.”

Jerry nodded. “Stay within the usual boundary. Hope you don’t freeze your ass off.” 

I grinned. “I always obey orders, you know that.”

There was no designated area for the press, but I knew what he meant. Don’t wheel around and be a nuisance or you’ll be turfed. He stepped aside, giving me permission to join my fellow scribe, then hurried away to deter some late afternoon walkers who had arrived at the scene. I was tempted to follow him, knowing he’d ask if they’d seen anything. But that meant leaving the allocated circle and risk learning nothing, so I headed over to the restricted area, a reasonable distance away. People at the scene were talking, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I balanced my camera ready to take pictures. Earl and I nodded to each other.

“Fucking cold,” he said.

“Yup,” I answered. Journalists weren’t the most communicative bunch, especially when a story was unfolding.

Christ. A body! And for the first time, a big story was all mine. Munro would be mighty pissed to miss this. I yanked off my gloves, unzipped my jacket, and dug my cell from a shirt pocket. I’d smashed a few phones attempting to text in frigid weather, so this one was attached to a cord around my neck. I texted Don, my editor, to let him know what was developing. My fingers were numb by the time I finished. More than my ass would freeze before this wrapped up. 

The scanner flashed on, casting a glow that intensified the scene. Ahead of me, yellow police tape flapped in the breeze, encircling a small area beyond an embankment. A woman I recognized as the local pathologist-coroner crouched inside the enclosed area, half-visible behind a slight incline of frozen dirt. 

Detectives and police stood in a haphazard circle, staring down at what I presumed was the dead guy. Or woman. Crime scene officers moved around, cameras poised, snapping pictures from different angles and gathering evidence into bags.

I glanced at Earl. “Wonder if the people who tipped off the cops are still here?” 

He shrugged. “Dunno.” He wouldn’t tell me even if he knew.

My editor had old crony insiders who kept him informed of any local police investigations. He always passed any info on to his reporting team. I assumed Earl’s editor did too.

We fell silent, focusing on the scene about 25 meters away. I raised my Canon 6D Pro Lens, an instrument I was proud of but still paying for, and took some shots. It was so cold I had to keep blowing on my hands. Later, Earl and I would be contacting the cops, trying to pry information loose. They were always guarded about releasing anything that would be of interest to journalists—instructed from day one of their training not to talk to the press. 

“Couple of thugs reported missing in Hamilton two days ago,” said my fellow scribe from behind his camera. “Maybe this is where they’ve been hiding.”

He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know. We watched the proceedings in frigid silence punctuated by texting, ringing phones and stamping feet. My prosthetic feet and steel lower legs never felt anything of course, but my thighs had started to tingle. It took hours to scour a crime scene, so God knows how long the cops had been here. Long enough for word to get out. And long enough to have looked the scene over and place plastic markers randomly, wherever they suspected relevant evidence might be. 

About forty-five minutes later, though in the cold it seemed much longer, forensics guys unloaded a stretcher from the van, a folded body bag on top. They ducked under the tape, pushing the gurney toward the coroner. 

There were certain times when using a wheelchair had its advantages—like now. I got clear shots through the spaces created by officials shuffling around in front of me. Earl bobbed up and down, pointing his camera over their shoulders. 

What looked like a man’s body—judging by the size—wearing dark clothing and Doc Marten type boots was loaded into the black bag and heaved onto the stretcher. 

“He’s either in full rigor or frozen stiff.” 

Earl ignored my great pun.

Moments later, the two forensics guys pushed the gurney and its occupant to the van and guided their cargo inside. The scanner was switched off and lowered, the loading door clanged shut, and the men got into the front and drove away. Jerry and another cop got into a cruiser and followed. No need for sirens and flashing lights now. 

“C’est tout,” I said. Earl tucked his camera into a shoulder pouch and walked away.

Police dispersed, and those with flashlights switched them on—the field now in darkness. The coroner walked to her car, removed the protective clothing, stashed it in a bag and put it into the trunk. 

Sporting a friendly smile, I wheeled over to her. She’d held her position for decades and had a reputation for ignoring any journalist who didn’t treat her with deference.  

“Hi, Dr. Carruthers. Anything you can tell me?”

“Good evening, Marshall. Police report will be out soon. That’ll have to do for now, I’m afraid.” 

“You have my number just in case there’s something you can share.”

She smiled. “Yes, I have a drawer full of your cards.”

“Have a good evening, Dr. Carruthers.” 

The police report would say dick. I’d wait until the autopsy was completed before visiting her office, if nothing solid turned up before then. Carruthers would be surprised if someone from our paper didn’t show up.

Earl was talking to the police as they walked back to their cruisers. From his expression and the cops’ headshakes, it was obvious they weren’t in a receptive mood. I decided not to return to my car and stopped at the side of the road, pretending to be on my cellphone. 

Two cops I didn’t recognize approached and strode past, deep in conversation. The one speaking nodded. “Christ! Gotta be what, four, five shots to the chest?” 

“Yeah. Maybe he’s one of the local guys who was reported missing a few days ago.”

They got into the closest cruiser and drove away. Multiple gunshot wounds— someone wanted that guy really dead. It should be fairly easy to find out who’d gone missing and if he was a known criminal. My gut told me I’d know his identity before long, and my gut is usually reliable.  

Soon, only two cops remained to guard the scene. I wheeled over to my car and transferred into the driver’s seat. In thirty-five seconds, my chair was dismantled and stowed behind me. Since I got the new wheelchair, I kept trying to beat the twenty-nine seconds suggested by the manufacturer. Today’s time wasn’t worth recording.

I sat behind the wheel and voice-recorded the names of the uniform personnel and the designations of others who were unfamiliar to me. I’d also recorded the conversation a few moments ago between the two cops, then sent the lot to Don. I started the car and headed back to the office—my editor needed to see my pictures of the crime scene, and he’d want to discuss the conversation I’d recorded just now between the two cops.

At the main intersection of the subdivision, I took a picture of the large sign advertising an idyllic lifestyle at Whispering Pines. The acres of property were bare of pines, or trees of any description, and no construction had begun. Places like this made me glad my wife Ann and I lived in an established part of Lakeville—even if my in-laws referred to our war-time neighbourhood as blue collar—a world away from their ritzy lakefront street, populated by bankers and lawyers.

There was a long night ahead, so I phoned Ann on the drive back to work. The call went to voicemail which meant she probably hadn’t left the hospital.

“Hi, babe. You working overtime? One of the perks of being promoted, I guess. Call me when you can. Been a murder in Lakeville. I’ll be at work for a while.”

Five minutes later, my cell rang. 

“Hi!” said Ann. “I was in a meeting. What’s this about a murder—or is it your idea of chit-chat?”

I pictured her perfect smile, and the flawless Trinidadian skin that had knocked me out when we met seven years ago. “You’re in a jolly mood! Guess your first day as charge nurse went well.” 

She laughed. “Today was one meeting after another. Tomorrow I can start to work on the changes I’ve been thinking about...tell me about this murder.”

I gave her a summary of my sixty minutes at the scene. “I’m saving the graphic details for later.”

“I don’t like the sound of that. But a body in Lakeville! Great story for you right now.”

“My big chance.” But I had more important things on my mind. “No period yet?”

“I took another test today. Second positive in a row.”

My heart did a little flip. After a miscarriage three months ago, we were both on edge. I wanted a kid just as much as she did and was afraid to get my hopes up again.

“Let’s talk about you taking leave this time, Ann.”

“I’d probably be better working.” 

No point in arguing right now. It wasn’t as though I was going to win this one anyway. 

“I’m seeing one of the gynecologists tomorrow.”

“I’ll come with you, if I can get away from work.” The Halton Register’s neon sign loomed ahead. “I’m just pulling into the parking lot. Let’s talk later. Love you, babe.” 

I turned off the car and opened the door. It took thirty-two seconds to set up the chair, back to my average time, but still not good enough. If I got below twenty-nine, maybe I could appear in one of Medi-Chair’s advertising videos. Marshall Keene, wheelchair wizard. 

I propelled myself into the building, pulled up to the elevator and pressed the button. My chances of being able to go with Ann tomorrow were slim. We’d be working full bore on this story, plus finishing others that were already in the works. I’d practically be living at the office for a while.

What the hell was going on with the elevator this time? I stabbed the button again. And again. Why did the Register have to locate in an ancient building with one unreliable elevator? It wasn’t as though I could bypass it and race up the stairs like most people in my office.

I kept thinking about the doctor’s appointment. If I couldn’t make it, Ann would go alone rather than ask her parents. Although my loyal wife had never said as much, her mother, Eileen, was a pain in the ass. Her appointments with various beauticians, fitness classes and social committees took priority—even above Ann. And His Honour Burton Young would have a full list of cases to preside over and could never take time off on short notice—although he’d probably love to accompany his daughter. 

The elevator landed on the first floor and the door creaked open. I wheeled in, spun around and pressed the button for the fifth floor. Two people entered the building, rushed forward and squeezed in before the door closed. I recognized them as having an office on the same floor as the Register. We nodded and wished each other a good evening.

If Ann was pregnant, Burton would offer her money to stay home and take it easy, which would piss me off. He’d done that the last time and still insinuated the miscarriage might not have happened if she’d taken his advice. Maybe I could talk my wife into keeping our news from her parents for a while.

After visiting every floor on the way up just for good measure, the ancient device finally stopped with a bump and the doors jerked open. My two companions headed to their office and I spun down the hall to the newsroom. 

Don, waiting at his office door, beckoned me inside. “Let’s see those pictures, Marsh.”

He had his hands on his hips. Don rarely congratulated anyone on a job well done, but you sure got a kick in the ass if something went wrong. The trick to a smooth relationship with him was ignoring his quirks, obeying orders and giving him what he wanted. I started by repeating what I knew. 

He nodded. “We’ll print those pictures in tomorrow’s paper and hopefully we’ll know more before then. Like if the dead guy’s local or an import.”

He also wanted the identity of the dead guy. Don smelled murder and so did I. The police report would be out soon. If it was murder, the cops would want to solve this rare local occurrence asap. There’d be an urgent appeal for information. 

“I’ll call the station and see if anyone’s in the mood to tell me anything,” I said.

Don nodded, but his eyebrows knitted together. I’d worked at the Register for four years and accompanied the senior reporter, Munro, on crime for the last two. Even though I’d learned to listen, leave my attitude at home, and record facts precisely, I had the feeling my boss was nervous about me handling a big story.

“Good idea. Munro’s not here and you’ve made friends with some of the cops,” he said.

He’d remarked on many occasions that he preferred not to deal with active-duty police. The force today is just a bunch of youngsters playing cop. Don had been in the newspaper business before today’s batch of uniforms was born. He’d croak on the job before he’d retire. 

“As soon as I have something print-worthy I’ll let you know.” I wheeled out of his office. 

The last two people leaving for the day wished me a good evening as I rolled down the aisle. After pulling into my cubicle, I looked back at Don. He was already on the phone, and would spend the next few hours talking and writing. I’d be hard-pressed to offer him any information he wouldn’t dig up on his own. But he’d expect me to write the story, then he’d edit the hell out of it before it went to print. I took out my cell, called the station and asked to speak to the duty cop.

“Wilson speaking.”

“Marsh Keene calling, Hal.”

“Hey, Keener, how’s it going? Read your article last week about those portable wheelchair ramps. Hell of a good idea. Plenty of places around town could use them. What are they called again?”

“Easy Up Ramps. Thanks, Hal. I’m wearing a different hat today. Hoping you can give me some information.”

“Like what?”

“Like the body at Whispering Pines subdivision.”

“You and Munro working the story together?” 

“Any info you can toss my way, like the police report? Munro’s away. Don and I are working the story.” There was a pause. Don wasn’t popular at the station.  

“Report won’t say anything you don’t already know, Keener.” said Hal. “But here’s your tidbit for the day. The dead guy was reported missing by his wife.”

“By his wife? He’s a local?”

“Could be. This might need your attention, Keener.”

I frowned. Funny thing to say. “I overheard two cops say that he’d been shot in the chest multiple times.”

“Keener, you have a keen nose for the police beat.”  

He expected me to laugh and I did. “What was the dead guy’s name?”

“Nice try. You know the routine. Next of kin has to be notified.”

I nodded to myself. The cops had to speak to the dead guy’s wife. That meant they knew who the victim was—probably a local resident.

I thanked Hal again for the tip and started to construct the story. Plenty of bodies had been found in and around Lake Ontario in previous years. The cause was either suicide or mishap. But this was the first murdered body in the town of Lakeville in probably decades. I’d look up the stats and lead the article with that, grinning to myself that my colleague Earl hadn’t heard the cops talking about the shots the stiff had taken.

After the opening paragraph, I added the information I’d learned at the scene, minus the tip Watson had given me. Didn’t want to burn my bridges. His info would remain in my back pocket until I had facts to back it up. The story would be a question mark for now, but dead bodies always fascinated readers, particularly home-grown dead bodies. 

I sent my story to Don, then checked my phone. There was a message from Ann saying she’d be working later than expected. I texted back saying I hoped she wouldn’t be too late, already worried about this pregnancy. She replied saying worrywart I’m fine...

The on-line police report had landed in my in-box:

Halton Police Service are investigating a suspicious death in Lakeville. Police attended a subdivision where a man was discovered deceased. As foul play is suspected the homicide unit has taken charge of the investigation.

Just as I’d thought, the report was an appeal for information. The usual contact numbers were included after the three-liner. A local murder was a big deal. Upstanding citizens would be agitating to make sure their police force solved this asap.

I turned off my computer and wheeled past Don’s office on my way out. It was now past seven o’clock. He beckoned me into his office and began talking before my wheels stopped turning. 

“The murdered guy seems to be a local. To keep our crime beat section current, I’ve kept tabs on people sentenced for serious crimes in Canada, their bids for parole, and release dates.” Don knew that I knew this. He hesitated, and looked me in the eye. “It seems that one of our home-grown bad boys was due to be released...you know who I’m referring to.”

I sat in my chair and stared at him...then nodded. Probably a month ago, Ed Alexander, my legal advisor, had called. He told me that Allan Wright, the asshole who’d driven drunk nearly ten years ago, hit the car I was driving, killing my parents and my sister, and putting me in a wheelchair, was due to be released from prison. 
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I nodded, spun my chair around and nearly collided with Munro. Don hadn’t wasted time ripping him away from his reno project.  

“Good timing, Munro,” said Don. “Let’s all go into my office.”

Munro and I obliged. There was no invitation to sit. Good thing—the two chairs in front of the desk were piled to the tits with files. Don reached out and handed Munro a sheaf of papers. “Look this over while I talk to Marsh.” Munro nodded, left the office and closed the door. 

Don looked at me with a steady gaze. “Tell me about you and Allan Wright.”

I didn’t answer immediately, not sure what to say. “You know what he did to my family, Don.” I told him about my recent conversation with Ed Alexander.

Don frowned. “All he said was that Allan Wright was soon to be released? He didn’t say when?”

I shook my head. “He was calling from Europe. From a spa or something. He said he had health problems.”

“Wright was released from the Kingston Pen last week.”

Why hadn’t Ed called me back to let me know the specific date? I felt stupid not knowing, and sat staring at my boss.

Don stared back, then spoke. “Your connection to Wright is a problem. Munro and I will handle the story from here.”

“So, you’ve had confirmation that the dead guy in that subdivision was Allan Wright?”

Don nodded. I didn’t doubt it. He’d been in the news business for decades and had acquired reliable, willing sources. Sources who were confident he knew what to print and what not to print. In this case, maybe someone with the ambulance service was in his back pocket. Don would never reveal his sources, or admit he had them. That’s one thing I liked about working for a small publication—the boss was willing to take all the heat.

“So how is my connection a problem?” I said.

“You threatened him, remember? More than once. That won’t be forgotten. The papers’ll drag all that out again. Munro and I will handle the story. You can work on other things in the meantime.”

“That was nearly ten years ago, Don. He’d killed my whole family and put me in a wheelchair, for Christ’s sake. And instead of graduating from the Ontario Police College, I was in the hospital with both my legs cut off.” I realized I was shouting, stopped and took a breath. “I sure as hell had nothing to do with his murder! My slant on this story would be something no other paper would have.”

Don didn’t even consider thinking about it. “We need an impartial account—for now, at least. I have a few assignments that need attention. You can work on them at home if you feel distracted here,” he said, avoiding eye contact. “I don’t care why Wright died or who killed him, but the optics of you handling this aren’t good.”

Meaning I could have killed Wright? And he didn’t care if I had? Jesus Christ! Staying away from the paper would sure point things in that direction. My victim-impact statement and comments to the press years ago were no secret. Journalists had long memories; I could hear the buzzing around our office. Where’s Marsh? How come he’s not at work? Remember that court case and what he said? Vague half-truths would turn into solid facts.

Then it struck me. Don was ass-kissing the big boys who owned the paper and who owned him. He’d taken flack four years ago for hiring a disabled rookie despite insurance-risk concerns. My articles in various newspapers on disability had impressed him. When I started at the Register, I continued with what was considered my byline on disability. I also handled benign assignments for two years until one of the journalists quit and I started tagging along with Munro on local crime. My name on the Wright story could put Don in the hot seat. Really bad optics for him.

I gripped the armrests of the wheelchair to steady my hands. “Working from home doesn’t cut it for me, Don. See you tomorrow morning.” 

I swung around, nearly crashing into the door frame in my haste to get out of there.  

Calm yourself, Keene, and think this through. Deal with any fallout, and contact the union rep to find out if Don can force you to work at home. 

No one had charged me with any crime...yet. Don would have to fire me to keep me away from my desk. And I’d be pumping Munro for every bit of information he dug up. I texted the union rep and, knowing him, he’d get right on it.

My mind raced during the drive home. If Ann was there,  she would talk about her day as always, giving me time to calm down. She’d be surprised that I was home earlier than expected, and one look at me would tell her things had gone sideways. She’d want to know the whole story, particularly if the police wanted to interview me.

Rush-hour traffic was heavier than usual due to an accident, so I ducked in and out of side streets. Others had the same idea, particularly one guy driving an old black Toyota who managed to stay a few cars behind me. My cop instincts told me that one of Wright’s cronies was tailing me. On the fourth detour, I lost him. The usual ten-minute trip had turned into twenty before I pulled into our driveway. 

While I was trying to decide what would take less energy, walking into the house or setting up my chair, Ann came out and started down the ramp. I locked the car, told myself to get a grip, grabbed my canes and walked up to meet her. 

“Hi, hon. I thought you were working late.” She reached up for a kiss. “Marsh, what’s wrong?”

I put one arm around her waist and we did our side-by-side walk into the house. “Tell me about your day first, I need a few moments to unwind.” 

I got a beer and a bottle of sparkling water from the fridge and shoved them in my pockets. Holding a glass full of ice, Ann followed me to our living room which also served as my office. We had to make every room count in our little war-time bungalow. Ann and I always sat on the couch to discuss our day. I leaned over and gave her more than just a hello kiss.

“Wow!” she said. “You’re good. Guess you’re not so tired after all.”

I grinned and held onto her hand. “So how was your first day, Charge Nurse?”

She sighed. “Mostly meetings. Not my favourite thing.” She poured the water into her glass and took a sip. “But I’ll have to get used to it. The hours will be better, though. And no more weekends.”

“You’ve earned it, babe. It’ll be so nice to spend that time together. Especially if...” I squeezed her hand and we smiled at each other.

“Dad called.”

I sipped my beer. “Oh yeah?”

“Why didn’t you tell me Allan Wright was the guy who was murdered?”

Shit. My know-it-all father-in-law couldn’t wait to tell his daughter the latest. Obviously, Burton had bloody good sources, too. Being a judge, he probably had access to all the latest criminal information. I tried to control my tone, not wanting her to know her father had pissed me off. Again.

“Don sent me to the scene, like I said, then I went back to the office to work on the story. The dead guy’s a local and Don found out his name. I wanted to tell you myself, not over the phone.”

She leaned closer to me, nodding. “Yeah, of course ... I bet you don’t know how to feel. But I’m not sorry he’d dead after what he did to you and your family.”

“I haven’t had time to take it in. But Don has.”

She nodded. “And now you’ve got a big story to write.” 

It sounded so simple. “Don took me off the story. He doesn’t like my history with Wright. He implied that I could’ve killed him.” 

“What?” She grabbed my arm, “That’s ridiculous! What did he say?”

I repeated my conversation with him just before I’d left the office. “What would you have thought?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think he meant that you killed him. That drunk killed your family and might’ve killed you too. If you wrote the story, people would really understand how drunk driving can change lives. They won’t get that from an impartial article.”

I nodded. “Good point. Too bad I didn’t think of that. Don suggested that I work at home on other stuff for the next few days where I won’t be distracted.”

Ann’s expression indicated she was as upset as I was. “Can he do that?”

I shook my head. “Don’t think so. I’m waiting to hear from the union rep.”

My wife looked at me for a few minutes, thinking. “Don wants to write this big story. It’s like he’s waving you away because he wants his name on it, but has to include Munro, the senior journalist. Why wouldn’t he add a second story about your experience?”

“Yeah, I agree, but I know Don. He’s made up his mind.”

She swirled the ice around in her glass. “I still don’t think Don meant that you killed him, that’s nuts. You’ve said yourself that Don’s...Well, you have several choice words for him.”

“Insensitive asshole comes to mind right now.” 

“Yup.” She gave me a half smile. “So, what’re you going to do if the union guy says Don has the right to tell you to work at home?”

“I’ve made up my mind to go in anyway. Staying away will look bad when all that shit from the accident and the trial comes up again. And it will. I can’t help thinking this murder is going to be a big problem for me.” I decided not to tell her about the black Toyota following me home from work.

She squeezed my hand. “You journalists think too much. I guess you can’t write the story for another paper.” 

“Not right now, but I like that idea.” I leaned over and kissed her cheek.

“Anyway, I’m glad you got home in time to go to Mom and Dad’s with me. Take your mind off things.” 

“What?” 

She sighed. “I told you yesterday. We’re having dinner at my parents tonight. I called Mom earlier and said you might be working late and I’d come alone.”

“Sorry, honey, I forgot.” Christ, this was the last thing I wanted to do. “I need a few minutes. Can you call and say we’ll be there in about a half hour?”  

“Sure, it’s been a long day for me, too.” Ann pulled out her phone and sent her mother a text. I jotted down the licence number of the black Toyota on a scrap of paper and shoved it in my desk drawer. Seconds later, Eileen texted her daughter back.

“Mom says everyone was glad to hear you’d be coming after all.”

“Everyone?”

“She invited Aunt Nell, Uncle Frank and Jeanette. It’ll be nice to see them.”

“You’re right, honey. It’ll be fun to talk about Nell’s latest plastic surgery.” 

Ann laughed. “She’s a bit shallow, but she is my aunt. It won’t kill us to be sociable.” She tapped my arm. “You still like Uncle Frank, right?” 

Burton and Eileen had imposed an uncle-ship on Frank, Burton’s former law partner and best friend. “Yeah, he’s a great guy. Sometimes I think your dad misses the law practice. Why didn’t you ask me if I liked his dear wife?” 

Ann frowned. “Marsh, please behave tonight, okay? Jeanette’s all right, she’s just...different.” Ann looked at her watch. “I need to change first. We’re late as it is.”

“I really wish we could stay home. We must have some stuff in the fridge for dinner.” 

Ann shook her head. “I can’t back out on my parents now. We cancelled the last dinner with them on short notice, remember?”

Conveniently, I hadn’t. She stood and started pulling off her top. All I wanted to do was follow her into the bedroom. Instead, I went to the fridge and took out a couple of beers. Burton was a wine afficionado and I hated the stuff. We left the house. Ann stood beside me as I locked the front door.

“Is that beer stuffed in your pockets?”

“I bought one for Frank too,” I said.

“You could just ask Dad to buy it for you.”

Yeah, but I wasn’t going to. He could’ve figured it out himself by now. Frank, his best friend, didn’t like wine either. As we drove away from our house, I remembered the wheelchair was still in my car and decided to leave it there—Eileen would worry about the wheels marking her carpets.
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Even though the trip to Young’s house on Lakewood Drive only took about ten minutes, Ann leaned her head back on the seat and slept. I drove around my in-law’s neighbourhood for an extra ten to give her more time.

When we arrived at the gates to their property, I lowered my window and punched in the code. The wrought iron barriers swung open like a webbed clam, and for the millionth time, I wondered why Burton and Eileen had installed this pretentious entrance. The property, bordered on each side by rows of twenty-foot cedars, was accessible to anyone who had the muscle to push through. The lake behind the house allowed people to tie up at an old dock and walk into the backyard. The house and grounds had a security system that lit up like a runway at night, and sounded a three-beat honk that would have awakened hibernating animals.

What if there was a fire and my in-laws weren’t around? I pictured firefighters blasting through the gates to perform heroics on the ugliest house I’d ever seen. Even my wife agreed with that.

Ann raised her head and looked around. “We’re here already?”

Seconds later, we pulled up in front of the huge two storey house. The sweeping multi-columned front porch was a total disconnect from the rest of the modern architecture. It looked as though my in-laws couldn’t agree—she wanted colonial, he preferred contemporary. The entire building, which resembled an up-ended shoe box with windows, was gleaming white.

I parked my old beater, a.k.a. classic Mustang, behind Nell’s red Porsche which was lined up behind Frank’s silver Cadillac. Burton would probably be pissed that I hadn’t driven the dual-use SUV—hand controls for me, pedals for Ann—he’d bought us for a wedding present. I’d spent a fortune years ago having my Mustang converted to hand controls, and hated to give it up. We had a single-lane drive at home and it meant the first person to leave took the last car sitting on the driveway. 

Ann and I got out of the car and before we’d taken many steps, my father-in-law, probably watching from a front window, opened the door and stepped out. He embraced his daughter. “So glad to see you, Sweet t’ing.”

“Hi, Dad.” 

He nodded to me. “Marshall.”

I nodded back. “Burton.”

The evening was in full swing as we entered the double storey living room, or parlour as Eileen referred to it. The guests, all seated, stopped chatting and turned to look at us as though we were on exhibit. 

Nell smiled and Frank walked over. He kissed Ann and shook hands with me. “Nice to see you kids.” He smiled. “Evening would be damn dull without young people to liven us up.”

Everyone else looked as though they’d been rudely interrupted. The bad feeling I’d had after my father-in-law’s chilly greeting got worse. What had they been discussing before we entered the room? I smiled at Nell and nodded to Frank’s wife, Jeanette. “Good to see you both again.”

Ann chose a chair close to Nell, who leaned over and kissed her niece on the cheek. “Your mom and I are going on a spa weekend. We’re thinking of investing in one not far from here. We’d love it if you joined us.” Then she looked over at me, a coy smile on her face. “Could the groom stand to part with his bride for two whole days?”

Ann laughed. “We’re hardly newlyweds after four years, Aunt Nell. Sounds like fun. Send me details. Just don’t expect me to kick in money.” 

A spa weekend with Eileen and Nell?  My bride would rather take an ice bath. She looked over at me and winked. It was news to me that her mother and Nell were interested in a spa. I wondered if Burton had known.

I would have preferred the straight chair he occupied, but propped my canes at the end of the couch and lowered myself into a cushion so soft, I thought my ass would hit the floor. Frank took a seat at the other end. “Still defending criminals?” I said. 

He smiled. “Yup. Have to pay the bills and support my entourage.”

I laughed. Frank frequently joked about all the money he shelled out for his two kids, one from each of his ex-wives. Jeanette glared and downed her glass of wine. “How many lawyers are working with you now?” I said.

“Only one, and I don’t think he’s a fit for the practice. I’ve hired and fired a few since Burton took the bench. Haven’t been able to replace him.”

Eileen walked into the room carrying a tray of things that were too big to cram into your mouth and would break into pieces if you bit into them. “Oh, glad you’re finally here, you two. I saved the smoked salmon canapes for you, Marsh.” 

“Thanks, Eileen.” I took two and balanced them on my lap. She pointed to little plates and napkins stacked on the coffee table. 

“Marshy,” said Nell, crossing her short, plump legs and tugging her elastic skirt. “I’ve never seen you walk with canes before.”

“It’s my latest trick.” Why bother explaining—again—that the brain injury I’d sustained in the accident knocked my balance out of whack occasionally, particularly if I was tired, making the wheelchair necessary.

My wife gave me a warning look. “Marsh walks as much as he rides these days. He just got a new set of prosthetics.”

“Why didn’t you get those Blade Runner things?” said Nell.

“They cost more than I make in a year,” I said. “But I’m buying lottery tickets.” Not to mention the cost of therapy to get used to the things. She wouldn’t ask about an electric wheelchair. We’d had that discussion before—battery driven mobility didn’t appeal to me. I had my own personal charge and depended on that.

Eileen was still making the rounds with her hors d’oeuvres.  Jeanette took one, gave it a second glance and placed it on a plate beside her. 

Frank leapt from the couch and picked up a tray of wine glasses.  “Let me help you, Eileen.” I took a beer from my pocket and tried to lift the tab slowly. My wife frowned and accepted a glass of wine which she placed on a table near her.  

Frank offered Nell a glass of wine. She smiled into his face. “Oh thanks, Frankie. I haven’t finished this one, but it’s my sister’s house so I’m allowed to line them up.” She giggled. Her fingers lingered over his as she took a glass.

Jeanette put her empty on the tray and took another without looking at her husband. She and Frank were polar opposites, and not only in skin colour. Years before, she’d paid me a compliment about my fair hair, saying what a job it was for her to maintain the same colour. Her over-bleached version hung around her shoulders in limp strands, and the black stuff around her eyes made her look like a raccoon. But her muscular body and exaggerated curves could make a man ignore everything else. I’d never met Frank’s other wives and remembered Ann saying they were on the plump side.

Burton, his empty glass on a table beside him, refused another with a wave of his hand. One was usually his limit. Eileen placed the canapes on a table, grinned at Frank and took some wine. She was still steady on her feet, probably taking her hostess job seriously, at least for now.  

The main course would be Trinidadian fare she ordered from a local restaurant. I hoped there’d be Pelau, a kind of meat and veggie dish flavoured with cardamom, cloves, cumin and coriander. There’d also be a selection of fish and shellfish. 

Now that the canapes were served, Eileen could let loose and concentrate on the wine. Lately, she’d been drinking more than usual. 

Frank returned to the couch after offering wine to everyone. I reached into my pocket and passed him the second beer. “Thanks buddy.” He lifted the can and we said cheers. “Next time, I’ll bring the beer.” I stole a look at Burton. If he heard Frank’s comment, nothing registered.  

I watched Eileen float around the room, chatting, smiling and laughing. My beautiful wife shared her mother’s lean body, glowing ebony skin and disarming smile, but that’s where the similarity ended. Ann didn’t inherit her knock-out personality from either parent.

Burton, usually gruff and unemotional, was a different man with his only child. He called her his Sweet t’ing and offered to pay for anything he thought would enhance her life. Like a better house before we were married, which we’d refused. Accepting the SUV had been a compromise. 

All Eileen seemed to care about were her looks, clothes and the right friends. She never mentioned books she’d read, and Burton either went alone to plays and concerts or dragged us along. Ann referred to her mother as a fun-loving Trinidadian. 

Burton’s job at these social gatherings was announcing dinner and clearing the table once the meal was finished. When Eileen gave him the word, he rose from the fake antique chair. “Can we proceed to the dining room?”  I could just picture His Honour Burton Young in court, banging his gavel, demanding order. 

I picked up my canes and crossed the room to escort Ann to the table. When she took my hand, her skin felt clammy. She closed her eyes and sagged against me. Balancing on one cane, I caught her before she fell to the floor. I grabbed her wrist. Strong pulse, but her skin had lost its glow, and she was sweating. I bent down and put my arms around her. “Honey, what’s wrong?”

“Sorry, Marsh,” she whispered. “I felt dizzy when I tried to stand up.” 

The dinner guests halted in their tracks. “You okay?” said Frank. 

Nell screamed, “Ann’s fainted!”  

In seconds, Burton was kneeling in front of his daughter. I would never have believed that a man with dark skin could look so pale. He took Ann’s hands and patted them as though he was trying to awaken her from a coma, “What’s the matter, Sweet t’ing? Shall I call an ambulance?”

Eileen wandered into the room, a dishtowel in her hand. “What’s going on?” She looked at her daughter and shoved me aside.

“Dad, Mom, I’m okay. Haven’t eaten much today. That’s all.”

“Oh, I know what’s going on,” said Nell, pushing her way into the circle that had formed around Ann. “You didn’t drink any of your wine. Got something to share with us?”

“Let’s call a doctor,” said Eileen 

“Today was Ann’s first day as Charge Nurse,” I said. “She probably didn’t have any time for herself. And as soon as I got home from work, we rushed over here.”

Burton looked at me with half-closed eyes. 

“Please take me home, Marsh. I’m just tired,” said Ann, loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Good idea,” I said. 

Ann stood and took my arm. Together we walked to the front door. Burton, Eileen and the rest of the entourage except Jeanette, followed behind us. 

“Call me as soon as you get home,” said Burton.

Eileen hugged her daughter. “Make sure you eat something, dear. Is Nell right? Are you pregnant?” 

Ann ignored the question and promised to call later. We put on our coats without buttoning them and I opened the front door, never so glad to step into freezing winter air. The swirling wind blasted the crowd at the entrance and in seconds, they called a last goodbye and closed the door. I helped my wife into the car and hurried around to the driver’s seat, my canes clicking on the cobblestones. 

As I fastened my seat belt, Ann remembered she’d left her phone on a side table. I turned on the ignition and the heater before returning to the house. Burton already stood at the open door.

“Look after her,” he said, handing me the phone. “Take her to the emergency right away.”

I looked him in the eye. “I have always looked after my wife. And she is capable of making her own decisions.” 

He frowned, shook his head and stepped inside the house, shut the door and flipped the dead bolt. When I got into the car, Ann was sitting with her head back, eyes closed. I tucked the phone into her purse and seconds later, the gates opened automatically. We drove through—Burton was watching from inside the house.

Ann raised her head, said she was hungry, and suggested we stop and get Kentucky Fried Chicken and fries. 

“Wow!” I said. “You’ve never wanted that stuff before.”

“Been craving it lately.”

She laughed when I asked if she wanted pickles too. 

Fifteen minutes later, we sat at our table eating chicken from the carton. I made my wife some Camomile tea and had a cup myself, thinking it might quell the anger I felt for her father.

I grabbed a few fries. “Glad to see you’re feeling better.”

“I just had to get out of that house. They keep it so hot.” She turned to look at me, and sighed.  “There’s something I need to tell you.”

I said nothing, hoping my face looked neutral. I reached across the table for her hand.

“I was four months pregnant when Steven punched me and slammed me against a wall. A few days later, I miscarried.” She sighed again, this time deep and ragged. “And since I lost our first baby a few months ago, I’m worried I’ll never be able to go full term.”

I knew the son-of-a-bitch was abusive, but hitting a pregnant woman? And hitting her hard enough to cause a miscarriage? Jesus Christ. “Why didn’t you tell me this before, honey?” 

“I couldn’t, Marsh. I’m so ashamed. And embarrassed.”

I gripped her hand tighter. “Why? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

She took a long time to answer. I poured more tea into her cup. She looked at me and shook her head, nearly in tears. “Why didn’t I see the signs before I married him? I was so busy studying for my degree. We didn’t know each other long enough—I realized that too late. He was jealous and possessive, but I thought that was flattering...and he kept pushing to get married. Not long after I knew he didn’t love me—it was all about Dad’s money and position. I feel so stupid that I didn’t see it.”

I sat quietly for a few moments. “When I went back for your phone, your dad told me to look after you. Now I get why he said that.”

She shook her head again. “Dad’s always been way too protective. I never told my parents that Steven was responsible for the miscarriage. All they knew was that he’d get into a rage and hit me and that’s why I left him.” She sighed. “He’s gone now anyway. Dad made sure of that.”

Yeah, by bribing him to bugger off and stay out of the country. Anderson got want he wanted—money. “He’ll never hurt you again, honey.” The words sounded lame, but Ann wouldn’t feel any better if I yelled that I’d find the bastard and take his head off. We sat quietly for a few minutes holding hands.

“You agree I have a great gut instinct, right?” I said.

She nodded, but her frown asked where this was going.

“Well, my gut tells me we’ll have a beautiful baby girl. I already have the name picked out.”

Her face relaxed and she smiled. “Oh, Marsh, I never know what you’re going to say next!”

“So don’t you want to know what her name is?”

“Of course.”

“Lucy Ann.”

“I love that.”

We finished our meal. I tidied the kitchen
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