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FAREWELL

THOU FAIR DAY

Farewell, thou fair day, thou green earth, and ye skies,

Now gay with the broad setting sun!

Farewell, loves and friendships, ye dear, tender ties,

Our race of existence is run!

“The Song of Death”

Robert Burns

FAREWELL 

THOU FAIR DAY
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CHAPTER ONE
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It was the kind of day my grandfather would have called raw an’ drooky—cold and wet and entirely the right sort of day for an earthquake or a train wreck. Ottawa was not at its best in January thaw, and the fact that Old Man Winter already had dumped almost three feet of snow on us in as many weeks didn’t help either. I poured another four fingers of Glenfiddich into my glass and wondered if I could go another twenty-four hours on whiskey and no sleep. Somehow I didn’t think so.

Not that there was anything to stay awake for. My whole body ached when I was awake. It started somewhere in the back of my brain and reached down with hands as cold as the mountains of snow going grey outside my door. 

My house was a corner lot at Holland and Carlisle, and from the second-floor bedroom windows I could see a long way in any direction and not see a whole hell of a lot worth looking at—civil servants slipping and sliding through the muck on Holland, on their way to another day of paper-pushing and coffee breaks in the government complex at Tunney’s Pasture; the pair of bars on the east side of the street that felt some peculiar duty to entertain the neighbourhood on summer nights with the worst excuse for music I’d ever encountered; the burned out shell of Roy’s Furniture Upholstery & Repair on Armstrong.  

I took another swallow from my glass, shook my head, turned away from the window.  The whole goddamned world outside was grey, and everything inside was pale blue.

Tracey had done the room in thick powder-blue throw rugs, cream-coloured paper dancing with cornflowers on the wall, blond ashwood with touches of brass, drapes and bedspread in a matching blue velvet. The bed had been the most comfortable place in the world, once upon as time before all the colours had faded into grey.  Now, when I did manage to sleep, it was mostly on the couch downstairs in the living room...or anywhere else I felt like sleeping after I’d done the whiskey and the whiskey had done me. The problem was that I ached all over when I was awake, and when I slept I always woke up screaming.

I gulped air from an empty glass, listened to silence, and something close by that howled like a hound over a fresh-filled grave...and all the pale blue was fading again, starting to run into the cream gone black with ache and anger...

Oh my God...Tracey....

The bed had been the most comfortable place in all the world when pale blue was the colour of summer on Skye. Now it was winter-cold with grey ice, a desert of echoes, dead dreams and whiskey.

Tracey they killed you...those shit-eating sons-o’-bitches killed you...

*   *   *
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The insect swarm in my head turned out to be my phone doing its best to jump off the bedside table that loomed over me flat out on the floor. When I found it, the voice on the other end did its best to jump down my throat.

“Alex? Is that you? Where the hell have you been?  I’ve been tryin’ t’get hold of you all morning.”

All morning?  I opened my eyes cautiously...found sunlight pouring through the bedroom windows. Wondered how I’d managed to spend the last eighteen hours in a drunken stupor. Wondered how I’d managed to get up the stairs....

“Drew, can I get back to you in about fifteen minutes?” I said softly, desperately, wishing Chief Andrew R. Anderson of Ottawa’s Finest would take the hint and lower the volume.

“Alex I need t’talk to you,” he bellowed.

“I assumed as much, Drew. Fifteen minutes? Please? I promise I’ll call you back. I just need a shower and some coffee.”

Things became quiet for about thirty seconds, but I could hear him breathing, slowing himself down.  He sighed:

“All right, Alex. Fifteen minutes. And I’m putting a car outside your door. You duck me this time and I’ll put your ass in a sling sideways.” 

Another old desk telephone went its lonely way to the Great Switchboard in the Sky. Drew Anderson was tough on telephones, old and new.  He liked them about as much as he liked rapists and murderers and child molesters. The plain truth was that City Hall had named him Chief of Police to get him off the streets where he tended to treat them the same way he treated telephones.

But he never told you tales, and he’d always been straight with me...and considerably more than just a boss. I hated to disappoint him. It took me five minutes to get myself upright and by that time one of our cruisers was parked across my driveway. Tommy Standish had drawn stake-out. I waved but he wasn’t watching for a ghost in the bedroom window. Ten minutes later I dialled Elgin Street, treated my hangover to another round of Drew’s idea of conversation.

“You’re fifty-two seconds late.”

“How d’you get such good service from Bell Canada?” I said. “Replacing one of their telephones usually takes them at least two weeks.”

“Don’t wise-ass me, Alex,” he said. “What the hell is this, anyway?”

“What the hell is what, Drew?” 

I moved my end of our chat a few inches away from my ear, took a long swallow of coffee. My hangover thanked me.

“This dumb-ass letter is what!”

“I posted that letter yesterday, Drew. No way Canada Post delivered it today. They don’t know how t’work that fast.”

“Alex I’m running out of patience and I don’t give two shits in a hot wind how fast the post office does anything . What the hell is with this goddamn letter?”

My hand started doing funny things with the coffee mug.  The rest of me joined in.

The newspapers would have a field day: OTTAWA COP SCALDS HIMSELF TO DEATH WITH COFFEE. I took a couple of deep breaths and had to force the words out.  

“It’s my resignation, Drew.  I don’t wanna be a cop anymore.  I’m not coming back.”

There was dead silence so dead I thought I’d lost my connection, but then Drew started slow-breathing again. I had to strain to hear him.

“The hell you’re not, Alex,” he said quietly. “You’ve got six months left on your leave and then I want you back in blues so I can promote you.”

I shook my head, remembered it was kind of a pointless thing to do when you were dealing with telephones.

“Drew, I’ve got all the blues I need right here,” I said. “I’ve already had six months and it’s not working. I’m not sleeping any better. My guts have got more knots than a world-class yacht, and—”

“And you’re drinkin’ yourself into the ground is what you’re doin’!”

“You don’t know—“

“Alex I got a fucking midget in your liquor cabinet, okay?  He’s deaf, dumb and blind and even he knows you’re at least half-looped all of the time.

“For Christ’s sake, man, nobody gets over what happened t’you in a hurry.”

I felt like I was drowning in what was left of my coffee. Every nerve end in my body was revving up for something I didn’t want to hear.

“That’s not the problem, Drew—”

“Just listen to me, Alex! Shut the fuck up and listen. I know what the problem is.  Every goddamn cop in the city knows what the problem is and we’re all hurting along with you. We loved her too, Alex. There was no way in hell you couldn’t love Tracey...but she’s gone, Alex.  The guys you got in Mississauga killed her and you can’t get her back...and you’ve gotta start seein’ that.......Alex.......?”

“I’m still here, Drew. And I can’t come back. Everything you’re saying is true, and deep down inside I know you’re right, but it’s not making any difference where I live.  You’re gonna have t’manage without me.”

Whenever Drew didn’t get his way he got angry. I put some more distance between me and my phone and waited.  When the noise levels went down I started listening again.

“...and you expect me to okay the provincials for this private investigator thing, too?

“Sure. Why not?”

“Alex you’re out of your mind.”

“I just want t’have it around, Drew. Something maybe to keep me busy now and then.  If I can keep busy then you won’t have to arrest me for killing your midget in the liquor cabinet.”

Somehow that made sense to him.  He wasn’t all bellow and brawn, which was another reason for him being the top man at Elgin Street.  He made some more rude noises, just on principle, and sighed again.

“I’ll think about it,” he said, which for me meant Okay.

“I’ll start lookin’ for a trench-coat, Drew,” I said, and then thanked him politely.

“Right. And call me if you need anything else, all right? Marge sends her love and says to get your shit together.”

Marge Anderson was five-feet-two inches of pure kindness who blushed if she even thought you were going to the men’s room. I said as much and listened to a few more of his favourite expletives before he got fed up and tried to kill his phone again. Then I spent most of the afternoon wondering if it was worth trying to sneak past the midget. It was, and I did.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


The next few weeks wandered by in no particular hurry.  I signed some papers making me officially not OPD anymore, and picked up a brand new official Ontario-licensed investigator card with an old photograph from better days under the laminate. In the process I talked Drew into letting me keep my service revolver, and then placed a one-month-running advertisement in Ottawa’s lonely rag of a newspaper.  

After a while, I realised Drew had made a serious tactical blunder with the midget, because an awful lot of holes started showing up in my stock.  I didn’t get upset about it.

I was a private detective now. I knew that sooner or later I’d find him—nobody that small could drink that much and not start leaving clues to his whereabouts all over the place.  And if I found him sleeping on couch I planned on doing the little stinker within an inch of his life.

Winter came back with a vengeance too. Just about the time when things were getting down to their dingiest, and the sewers were doing duty as bird-baths for penguins, a devilish wind came howling out of the northwest and turned the National Capital Region into one big skating rink.  It didn’t matter which side of the thermometer you looked at—40 below was 40 below in Celsius and Fahrenheit. Bone-chillingly cold. When my last fifth of Glenfiddich died a soldier’s death, I looked outside and thought it wasn’t worth the effort to recruit another one. In a few days I was almost human again.

My first client slogged through all the snow I hadn’t gotten around to shovelling off my front walk. It was not quite ten-thirty on a Wednesday morning. The weatherman was predicting thirty centimetres of snow before nightfall, and while I still had problems figuring out how much that was in real numbers, I figured the instrument of my baptism of fire was a pretty determined lady.

The drifts to either side of where my walk was supposed to be were dusting the waist of her coat, and she was doing her damnedest to kick the flagstones clean with her boots.

Determined. You could see it in her face. And well off. The boots were suede that matched the colour of the knee-length silver fox coat that matched the paint on the Seville parked in the glacier that was my driveway.

I let her play with the doorbell a couple of times before making up my mind that I really did want to be a private eye when I grew up. Getting the door open wasn’t as easy. She got one more impatient ring in, and then one that sounded positively irate. I left off shaking and decided she was having even less fun outside in the cold.

“Alexander MacMorna?”

I nodded into a pair of angry what-else-but-grey eyes set in a finely-boned face just inches away from the beginning of a nasty windburn.  She tossed a lock of dark brown hair from her lips and worked real hard at keeping the snarl out of her voice.

“May I come in?”

I nodded again, stepped back from the door and took a large interest in my coffee mug while she dusted off her coat, looped it over a hook on the brass coat-rack in the foyer, stamped the snow from her boots.  I pointed my mug in the direction of the den I’d converted into a reasonable facsimile of an office and watched the determined swing of her hips as she preceded me.

It was strange having a woman in the house again, especially a woman so obviously careless with her wealth. Tracey had treated the fake-fur coat I’d bought her for her twenty-sixth birthday as if it were gold, using a padded hanger whenever she wasn’t wearing it.

My prospective client already had made herself at home in the overstuffed armchair I used for reading. The soles of her boots had left wet patches in the wine-red shag on the floor, and she seemed fascinated by the two walls I’d fitted out with floor-to-ceiling pine bookcases stained in dark walnut. I got the feeling I wasn’t living up to her idea of what I was supposed to be, and the contrast between my cut-off jeans, sweatshirt and bare feet, and the perfectly tailored plum-coloured suit she was wearing did not seem to be helping her any. But the house was well-insulated and she looked like maybe she was warming up some. You could tell she was into being comfortable. I asked if I could get her some coffee.

“...Fresh ground this morning.”

Without looking at me she said, “Black, please” and I wandered off to the kitchen with the distinct impression she liked being waited on hand-and-foot every bit as much as she liked being comfortable.

When I got back with her coffee I found she had blazed another damp trail to one of the bookcases. This time I got lucky—she did a calculatingly casual toss of her head and actually looked at me.

“Why do you have two copies of the same book by Robert Burns?” she said.

She couldn’t have been all that keen on the man because she forgot to roll the Rs around on her tongue. I handed her the mug of coffee and headed for my desk.

“One is for reading,” I said pleasantly, so she wouldn’t feel ignorant. “And desecration by my pencil when I feel the need to comment on what I’ve read.  The other is a Kilmarnock Burns.”

She treated me to a thoroughly charming look of What the hell is that? I took a coy sip at my coffee, deciding that in her case enlightenment trumped civility any day of the week. 

“It’s one of six hundred and twelve copies of his first book of poetry, privately printed for the author by John Wilson in Kilmarnock, Scotland on July 31, 1786.”

She had a tough time deciding whether to sneer at me as a lunatic, or be impressed.  She went with being impressed, though I could see it cost her a wee bit.

“I imagine it must be quite valuable,” she said.

I shrugged. “Depends more on just how much you like his poetry,” I said. “I like it a lot.  You might have some trouble with it.”

Her eyes started flashing grey fire.

“You’re very precise with the way you speak,” I explained. “Burns was a commoner. He wrote in dialect.”

She was starting to give off sparks, said “I didn’t come here to discuss my manner of speaking, Mr MacMorna.”

I nodded and smiled, which was what you did in Ottawa once you’d made up your mind you didn’t particularly care for someone.

“I’ve no doubt of that, Miss....?”

“Mrs. Charlotte Hughson.”

“But you didn’t come here to discuss my preferences in reading material either.  In fact, I’m beginning to wonder why you’re here at all, Mrs Hughson. My advertisement in the newspaper listed a name and telephone number. No address.”

I figured I narrowly avoided taking a bath in her coffee. She glared at me instead, which was something I could live with, and her eyes got glassy and cold, which was something I couldn’t live with because it was liking looking into her soul.

“I recognised your name, Mister Alexander MacMorna,” she said slowly, each word a sentence all by itself. “From the newspapers six months ago, when your wife was murdered. Your address is in the telephone book.”

When I came back to my office I was still sitting behind my desk with both hands wringing unhappy noises out of my coffee mug.  And Charlotte Hughson was still sitting in front of me, with eyes that seemed to glow above the rim of her mug as she sipped her coffee. My voice belonged to someone else. 

“Aren’t you wealthy enough to buy all the cheap thrills you want, Mrs Hughson?” I asked.

She said: “I want you to find my daughter, Mr MacMorna. I’ll pay you quite well to do that.”

“I don’t want or need your money, Mrs Hughson.”

“But you’ll take it, nevertheless, won’t you?” she smiled, pulling a chequebook from her purse.  “What is your going rate?” 

Something inside of me began to howl, images of teeth gnashing at the sky flashed in daytime nightmare patterns across my eyes and I realised that Mrs Charlotte Hughson was right...because Tracey was dead and I’d been somewhere where I couldn’t save her... and I had to keep busy...had to...somehow...
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CHAPTER THREE 
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“...Melanie moved out of my house three months ago, leaving no address, no telephone number where she could be reached. She said she had found employment, a means of supporting herself, that she wanted nothing from me. I persuaded her to give me the office number of someone she knew, whom I could call if I needed to speak with her.  This person, Jeannine Vaillancourt, would pass on any message I cared to leave, and then Melanie would phone me.”

I made a quick series of notes on the scratch-pad in front of me, stared at the bank paper lying on one corner of my desk—a cheque for one thousand dollars against my two-hundred a day plus expenses.  She never even blinked when I quoted her one third again what I would have asked from a real human being; I stopped feeling badly about it when she said my house, as if her daughter really had no business there in the first place. I looked up and she smiled.

“I take it the two of you aren’t on the best of terms.”

She smiled again. Maybe it was still the first smile. Either way I didn’t much care for it.

“My daughter actively hates me, Mr MacMorna. Quite frankly, if I thought the emotion worth the effort, I would reciprocate in kind, but she is badly spoiled. Her father. And she blames me for the divorce.”

“But you want me to find her, bring her back home, to the warmth and emotional support of her mother.”

She sighed wearily, no doubt exhausted by the effort of replying to my non-questions.  She found a silver cigarette case in her purse and lit one with what looked like a real Art Deco piece in silver, inhaled, hissed the smoke back out through her perfect teeth.  

“I want you to return her to my house, Mr MacMorna, and see that she stays there for a week’s time starting next week.  When my husband left me just over a year ago, a ridiculously large portion of our monetary settlement was dependent upon Melanie remaining at home with me.

“Her father now lives in Calgary and, to my knowledge, is not aware she has run away from home. He’s planning to visit her next week and I wish for him to remain  unenlightened  as to the true state of affairs. After he has returned to Calgary you can take my daughter back to wherever it is you find her.”

I said “Your faith in my investigative powers is heartening, Mrs Hughson.”  She did another dragon impersonation with her cigarette and made conversation with my bookshelf of Scots history.

“I believe money to be good for a great many things,” she said airily. “One of them is driving a man such as yourself to earn what I pay him for his services. You will find my daughter and you will see to it she is available to her father when he arrives.”

She mashed the cigarette out in the ashtray on my desk, rummaged in her purse a second time and came up with a photograph and a sheet of note-paper that would have been any other rich person’s personal stationery.  Like everything about her it was an elegant grey, no doubt her favourite colour, to match her sunny fucking disposition.

“You will find all you need to know there,” she said.  “My address and telephone number. A description of Melanie to go with the photograph, salient characteristics in detail.  Jeannine Vaillancourt’s telephone. She is employed by the Canada Council in their office building on Albert Street. Please inform me the moment you’ve located my daughter...”

For a brief instant I thought she was going to quit toying with me and go for my throat, but she was just gathering up the proper muscles for an elegant leave-taking of my armchair. Twenty years ago it would have been a snap...no problem...but she’d been in the money for a while and done too much sitting on her elegant ass. She had to work at it a little bit to make sure it fit the full measure of her self-image.

I looked down at the photograph of eighteen-year old Melanie Hughson and found a younger woman who could have done the chair thing with ease; they were older and younger versions of the same person, which explained a hell of a lot and nothing at all about the way Mom felt about her kid. She’d not stuck around to impart any further information, stood by the door waiting for me to open it for her.

“Your book of poetry, Mr MacMorna?” she said. “The expensive one. How much is that worth?”

“The one I’ve got cost me two thousand dollars almost ten years ago.”

She seemed a bit stunned anybody would pay that much for a book.

“A signed copy would be more expensive?”

“Quite a bit more, Mrs Hughson.”

“Well...if you discharge your duties to my satisfaction perhaps I can arrange to find you one,” she said with what she felt passed for a benevolent smile. 

I smiled back.

“That is a very kind offer, Mrs Hughson,” I said. “I’m truly touched.  The only problem is I know of only one person on the planet who has a signed Kilmarnock, he’s not selling, and he’s not in any phone book. I’d be crushed if you strained yourself using it twice in one week and got disappointed the second time.” 

*   *   *
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Charlotte Hughson had done me the honour of spending just over an hour in my poor but humble abode, which left me about fifteen minutes to get over to Sam’s for breakfast and cheering up. Somehow, I felt the need for both in spite of the fact that Sam’s coffee often did double-duty to unfreeze engine blocks and strip paint off the hulls of Seaway tankers.  Then again, it would take me at least half an hour to get down to Jeannine Vaillancourt at the C.C. on Albert, by which time she would like as not be on her lunch hour for the next two hours. Judging from the liquid-lunch crowd from Tunney’s Pasture who frequented the two bars across the street, an awful lot of civil servants had a tough time deciphering the displays on their new digital watches. 

I went upstairs to change into jeans, laced into a pair of Cougars—I was too old to ignore the cold infusion of snow if I wore them unlaced like the high-school kids—and slipped into an electric-blue down-filled parka. Five minutes later I was on the street, out in the wilds of the Great White Freezing Cold North.

Sam’s was really the Carleton Steak House, right beside the Carleton Tavern at the corner of Armstrong and Parkdale Ave, but Sam was high profile all over the neighbourhood, the eldest son of a warm Lebanese family that believed in the concept of neighbourhoods.

In summer it was maybe a ten-minute stroll from my house to the restaurant; in the middle of winter on a day like the one in front of me, it was a three-minute dash at the outside. Any more than that and getting there was pointless; if you were lucky, the snow removal crews would find you the next day.

I started with a slow jog that quickly became something akin to a mad scramble for Olympic gold, liberally spiced with some innovative thoughts regarding the parentage of the weather guy on the news, who somehow had taken a pretty cavalier attitude about wind chill and it’s effect on temperature in general. Today was enough to make my slow suicide by Glenfiddich seem pleasant, and by the time I stood shivering on Sam’s doormat I could scarcely breathe for the pair of icebergs taken residence in my chest. Luckily, Sam was his usual warm and welcoming self.  

“Hey! Alex you crazy fucker!  How the hell are you?”

It wasn’t easy but I grinned anyway. Sam was like that. If you were a regular you measured your favour in his eyes by the amount of sheer unadulterated abuse he threw your way. The fact that I’d not been in all that often over the last six months did not seem to have done much damage to my status. I still was a long way from being able to speak so I settled for an amiable sneer, shot a couple of lopsided grins at his mother and sister Susan, who was waiting tables, and staggered over to an empty booth by the window. A stool at the lunch counter would have been too risky.

Sue brought the “coffee”...apologetically, it seemed, while Sam threw a bacon, two and home fries on the grille and the three guys at the counter nodded vaguely in my direction before going back to the mysteries of their own lunch specials. Elsewise, the place was empty, waiting on the edge of the lunchtime rush that usually materialised when the sled-dogs could comfortably manage the distance from wherever without freezing to death.  A few minutes later, Sam brought my breakfast along and slid onto the bench on the other side of my table.

“Hey y’ugly bastard,” he said amiably. “How the hell are ya? I haven’t seen you in...what...four-five months?”

The question part at the end was way more serious than Sam’s usual.  He was a slender six inches shorter than my six-one, a few years older, and fighting a war of attrition with what was left of the black black hair on the top of his head. He was always wisecracking—the massive handlebar moustache he sported made him look a lot like an old-time Italian comedian whose name I couldn’t remember—so it was fairly easy not to take him seriously about anything.  He saved his moments of real concern for heavy-duty items, so I did a quick body check to make sure I’d not lost any body parts on my way over. I stabbed at my eggs.

“More like six,” I said with a hint of apology. “I’m doin’ all right, Sam,” 

“You look like shit, Alex,” he said.

“Thanks, Sam. I feel much better now.”

He gave me one of his quirky, raised-eyebrow stares. 

“Really,” I said again. “I’m doin’ okay.”

“And you’re full o’ shit too.”

I swallowed some coffee, checked out the place in case some suspicious characters had snuck in without letting me know...came up with nothing but the same three guys at the counter and Sue in a new pair of white slacks that looked good on her.

“I know everything, Alex,” Sam said ominously.

A fair number of uniforms, on shift and off, got their meals at the Carleton.  Six constables and a sergeant had been on hand the Sunday morning he got a Peeler-gram for his thirty-fifth birthday. Tracey had gone crimson to her toes and then laughed herself silly at the look on Sam’s face when it ended up between the young lady’s breasts. I put that thought away quickly...the part about Tracey... 

“You gotta get outta that damn house, Alex, start seein’ people again. And you gotta lay off the sauce. The guys at the LCBO do cartwheels when they see you comin’.”

Fuck...Tracey make him stop...please...

My breakfast was getting cold in a hurry and I was starting to feel like I was still outside...in the wind...howling...

“Leave it alone, Sam.  I been dry the better part of a week...”

“Don’t bullshit me now, Alex,” he said, almost like he was angry. “Your crazy kid brother’s been comin’ in and he told me what you been doin’.”

“Jimmy?  He’s my nephew, Sam.  My sister’s kid.  I haven’t seen him since before Christmas—”

Sam snorted, something else he did in his own inimitable style, and said “I never seen grey eyes turn brown before, Alex. The kid’s workin’ on the Transitway three blocks from here and you’re sayin’ you ain’t seen him since Christmas?”

I was beginning to fall behind on points and both of us knew it. Sam wasn’t trying to be cruel.  There had been days when the world had been nothing more than a blank alcohol- soaked haze, and somewhere in that haze I remembered Jimmy wandering in and wandering out again.

He was my older sister Anna’s twenty-year old son, fatherless since the age of three when James Gordon Sr, of Renfrew Ontario, decided he no longer cared for the responsibilities of a small child and being married to my sister. Jimmy had come to me a few years back, and though I never asked him why he’d left home the minute he graduated high school, I was pretty certain it was my sister and the constant thump of her Presbyterian Bible had driven him out.  

I’d sort of kept an eye on him ever since, gotten him a small apartment in Mechanicsville not far from my house, called in a favour or two to get him on a construction crew with an Ottawa contractor. I hadn’t realised he was working on the Scott Street spur of the city’s new rapid-transit bus system, and Sam obviously wasn’t about to let me overlook the reason why.

“I laid off the whiskey three days ago, Sam,” I said, looking him straight in the eyes. “Call it bullshit if you want but it’s the truth.  I’m trying, but it’s not easy—”

“One of the guys said you’d hit your boss up for a private detective license.”

I nodded.  “I’m workin’, Sam. Today. My first client...”

Sam shook his head. “You’re a cop,” he said pointedly.

“I used t’be a cop, Sam,” I said softly.  “I’m just tryin’to figure out what the fuck I am now...”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The first of the weatherman’s predicted thirty centimetres of snow hit the pavement as I walked back to the house. Slowly this time—it always warmed up before big snowfalls—with Tracey’s face in front of me every step of the way. I couldn’t make up my mind about the vivid memories I carried around in my head. Sometimes they were the only warmth I could find in the world; other times they triggered the God-awful ache in my bones and my heart that always led me to a bottle of Scotch.

I spent the next half hour digging my ‘77 Plymouth out of the glacier, jump-started it from another battery and left it warming up in the driveway while I showered and dressed for my debut in a brown tweed shooting jacket, a deep cream-coloured dress shirt, brown slacks and a tie. If I did look as dreadful as Sam’s take on my appearance, at least I’d be an acceptably-attired credit to my new profession. Then I headed downtown to talk to Jeannine Vaillancourt.

It took a lot longer than I expected it would. One might be tempted to think that Ottawa drivers—after long association, year after year after year—would take a little snow in stride, shrug their shoulders, slow down and resign themselves to being five minutes longer from wherever they felt they had to be yesterday; but I’d learned long ago that this was our own flavour of urban legend...that most Ottawa drivers were, for the most part, hysterically incompetent and very stupid drivers. They got into fistfights over fender-benders. When I was brand new on Elgin Street these assholes had never failed to help me meet citation quotas for moving violations as well as general bad behaviour in public.

I managed to get my car parked in one of the underground shopping mall lots, took an elevator to street level, and struck out with a jaunty step for my appointment with destiny.    

The glass-and-concrete tower on Albert Street was a monolith that housed a lot of government agencies, among them the Canada Council. They specialised in squandering a lot of taxpayers’ money on writers, artists and musicians who were in no danger of starving but seemed to desperately need some kind of extra cash in their lives in order to connect with the rest of us. In order to prove to Canadians they were doing their cultural best for the nation, the Council littered the National Capital Region with expensive monstrosities that might have been aesthetically pleasing to a lot of people but mostly bored the daylights out of me.

It was a highly subjective viewpoint...maybe even a personal prejudice...but I didn’t feel like an unappreciative Neanderthal incapable of enjoying the finer things in life. I just wished one of the people on the C.C. gravy train would conjure something up that I could recognise.  Understanding, I was sure, would come later.

The woman
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