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  For my father, who always knew, and let me say it anyway.
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This book started as a woman throwing a man out of a bar and became, somewhere around the basement scene, a book about the sentence I need help and how long it can take a person to learn to say it. I owe thanks to a few people for helping me get there.

And to anyone who has ever made themselves useful instead of asking for what they actually needed: this one’s for you too.
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The first thing Marceline Doucet noticed was the sound.

Not the shouting. The bar had shouting most nights, the good kind, the kind that came out of a group of men watching a shootout with too much invested and not enough sleep. She’d learned the difference by the time she was nineteen. Good shouting had a rhythm to it. It rose and broke and rose again.

This was the other kind. Short, flat, one syllable, and then a stool going over.

She was pouring a pint when it happened and she finished pouring it, because the tap didn’t care about anyone’s temper and neither did she. Then she set the glass down on the rubber mat, wiped her hand on the towel at her hip, and looked up.

Two men on their feet at the far end, near the dartboard nobody used anymore. One of them was Gerry Thibault, who worked the yard and had a mouth on him and had never once in his life won a fight, though he’d started a respectable number. The other one was standing very still in the way that men stood still right before they stopped standing still.

She knew the back of that head. She’d thrown it out of her bar in March.

“Oh, you have got to be joking,” she said to nobody.

Nell, who was working the floor and had the survival instincts of a barn cat, was already backing toward the till. “Marcy.”

“I see it.”

“It’s him.”

“I said I see it.”

The bar was three-quarters full, which for a Tuesday in the off-season was as good as it got. Two tables of regulars. A pair of tourists at the window who’d asked, earlier, whether there was anywhere in town to get a cocktail, and had received the answer they deserved. The TVs were on the highlight reel, sound down, because nobody wanted to hear a Toronto panel talk about a season that had ended for everyone.

And in the middle of it, six-two of professional hockey player with his weight already shifting to his back foot.

Marceline came out from behind the bar.

She didn’t hurry. Hurrying told a room something was wrong, and a room that knew something was wrong got involved. She walked like she was going to clear glasses. She had, in eleven years behind that bar, defused more fights than she could count by walking like she was going to clear glasses.

“Gerry,” she said, still four steps out. “Sit down.”

“He put his hands on me.”

“He hasn’t put his hands on anything but that bottle for the last hour, and I’ve been watching, because it’s my job to watch. Sit down.”

“Marcy, he said…”

“I don’t care what he said.” She got between them, which was the part her father had always told her not to do and which she had always done anyway. Up close, Émeric Doyle smelled like cold air and the good whisky she kept on the top shelf for people who could afford it, which in Cape Doré was almost nobody. “Gerry. Look at me. Not at him. At me.”

Gerry looked at her.

“You’ve got four kids and a truck payment,” she said quietly. “He’s got a lawyer on retainer. Do the math and sit down.”

Gerry did the math. It took him a second, and the second cost him something, and then he sat down. The chair scraped. Somebody at the near table laughed, too loud, the way people did when they were relieved.

Marceline turned around.

Émeric Doyle hadn’t moved. He hadn’t sat, either. He was looking at her with an expression she’d have called bored if she hadn’t spent a decade reading faces across a bar top. Bored people’s eyes wandered. His hadn’t.

“You,” she said.

“Me.”

“Out.”

“I didn’t touch him.”

“I know you didn’t. If you’d touched him he’d be on the floor and I’d be calling Dennis at the RCMP and we’d all be here till two.” She folded the towel over her wrist. “Out anyway.”

Something moved through his face. Not surprise. Closer to recognition, like he’d been handed a bill he’d already budgeted for.

“That’s it?” he said. “No hearing?”

“This isn’t a courtroom, it’s a bar. My bar. And you’ve been in it twice, and the first time I threw you out too, so if you’re keeping track, you’re two for two and the trend’s not good.”

“You remember.”

“I remember everything, it’s a personality flaw.” She tipped her head toward the door. “Walk.”

The room was watching now. All of it. She could feel it on the side of her face, that particular density of attention, twenty people pretending to look at their drinks. Nell had stopped moving entirely. On the TV over the bar a man in a suit was gesturing at a frozen frame of somebody’s blocked shot.

And Émeric Doyle just stood there in the middle of it and let them look.

That was the part she’d remember later, when she was trying to explain it to herself. He didn’t square up to the room. He didn’t say anything clever. He didn’t do the thing she’d watched a hundred men do when a woman put them out of a bar in front of an audience, that scramble to reframe it, to make the leaving look like a choice. He didn’t reach for his phone. He didn’t reach for his wallet either, which was the other move, the one where they made a show of money so everyone would remember they’d had some.

He just picked up his jacket off the back of the chair and put one arm through it.

“Fine,” he said.

She’d been braced. That was the trouble. She’d had her whole weight on the back foot for an argument that didn’t come, and when it didn’t come she was left holding all of it with nowhere to put it.

“Fine,” she repeated.

“I said fine.” He got the other arm in. “Do you want me to apologize to him?”

“I want you to leave.”

“Those aren’t the same thing.”

“They are tonight.”

He almost smiled. It didn’t reach anything. “You always this efficient?”

“You always this much trouble?”

“Ask around,” he said. “It’s well documented.”

He walked. Not fast, not slow, not looking at a single person on his way, which in a room that size took real discipline. Marceline followed him because that was the rule, you walked them to the door, you didn’t let them make a lap. Gerry said something under his breath that she chose not to hear.

At the door, Émeric stopped.

The door of Doucet’s stuck in summer, swelled in the frame, and everyone in town knew to lift the handle before pulling. He lifted the handle. He hadn’t been in this building more than twice in his life and he lifted the handle without looking, which meant he’d noticed it on the way in and filed it.

Marceline stood four feet back with her arms crossed and did not think about what that meant.

“Your father,” he said, not turning around.

Everything in her went very still.

“What about him.”

“Denis Doucet. The sign says Doucet’s. There’s a photo behind the register of a man with a hockey bag and a bad mustache, and he’s holding a kid on his hip who’s got your exact face.” He looked over his shoulder finally. “Is he all right?”

Two hundred and eleven days since the stroke. She’d counted them the way she counted bottles at close, because counting was the only thing that made a number stop being a feeling.

“He’s fine,” she said.

“Okay.”

“He’s handling it.”

“Okay,” Émeric said again, and something in the way he said it told her he’d heard the second sentence differently than she’d meant it, and had decided not to say so.

Then he pulled the door and the summer air came in warm off the harbour, salt and diesel and somebody’s cigarette, and he was gone.

The room exhaled.

It took forty minutes to put the night back together. That was the thing nobody understood about a fight in a bar, that the fight was ten seconds and the cleanup was the rest of your shift. She bought Gerry a coffee he didn’t want and made him drink half of it. She talked the tourists into a second round by being charming about it, which she was good at and hated. She told Nell twice to stop looking at the door.

“Was that actually him?”

“Nell.”

“Because Trevor’s saying it was him, and Trevor’s saying he’s been in town since Sunday, and Trevor’s cousin does the boats down at…”

“Trevor’s cousin does a lot of things and none of them are my business or yours.” Marceline pulled the drip tray and dumped it. “He’s a guy who drinks too much and gets in fights. We get one a week.”

“We do not get one a week who’s on the TV.”

“Then we get one a year. Go do the tables.”

Nell went and did the tables, radiating opinion.

Last call was eleven because it was Tuesday and because the town went to bed. By quarter past, there were four people left and three of them were leaving. By half past, it was just her and the hum of the coolers and the highlight reel looping to nobody.

She wiped down the far end first, because that was where the fight had been and she wanted it gone. Then she worked back along the bar, stools up, mat pulled, the same six movements in the same order she’d been doing since she was seventeen and her father had said you’ll close Tuesdays, then, if you’re so smart.

She got to the middle of the bar and stopped.

There was a card sitting on the wood.

Not on the register. Not tucked under a glass where it’d get soaked, and not left with Nell to be handed over with a wink. Just set down square on the bar top in the spot where he’d been sitting, at some point in the last few minutes before she’d noticed the shouting.

She looked at it for a while without touching it.

It was matte black, heavy stock, and it had almost nothing on it. A name, in small type. A phone number. No team crest. No agent, no assistant, no for inquiries. Nothing to indicate what the card was for or what a person was meant to do with it.

Marceline picked it up.

The number was handwritten. That was the part that got under her skin. The name was printed, professional, the card had cost somebody real money to have made, and then the number underneath had been written in by hand in blue ballpoint, small and slanted, like the printed number on the card was for other people and this one wasn’t.

She turned it over. The back was blank.

“Right,” she said out loud.

She could hear how it sounded. She’d been on the other side of this transaction more times than she could count. Men left numbers. Men left numbers on napkins and receipts and once, memorably, on the back of a photograph of themselves. It was the oldest, dullest thing that happened in a bar, and there was a specific tired contempt she kept in a drawer for exactly this occasion, and she reached for it now.

It didn’t quite fit.

Because a man leaving his number for the bartender wanted something back, and the wanting was the whole point, and the wanting was always, always in the delivery. He’d have said something. He’d have caught her eye. He’d have made sure she saw him leave it, because a number left in secret couldn’t do the job a number was for.

He hadn’t. He’d put it down, gotten thrown out of her bar in front of twenty people, taken it without a word, and walked into the dark.

And he’d asked about her father.

Marceline stood in the empty room with a black card in her hand and felt something she disliked intensely, which was interest.

“No,” she told herself.

She dropped it in the tip jar, which was where things went when she’d decided not to think about them, and got the stools up, and killed the lights over the pool table, and did the float, and counted the drawer twice because the first count came up wrong, and it came up wrong because she was not paying attention.

The float was short thirty-one dollars. She found it in the end. It was under the till, where Nell had put a stack of twenties for safekeeping and forgotten to mention it.

She locked the front. She did the walk around to the side door and locked that. She stood a second in the lot with the harbour making its noise past the sheds, and the sign over the door with her father’s name on it, unlit now, the second u dark for three years because replacing the tube cost four hundred dollars and there was always something more urgent than four hundred dollars.

Two hundred and eleven days.

She went back in.

She told herself it was to check the back burner, and she did check the back burner, and it was off, the way it was always off. Then she walked the length of the bar in the dark and reached into the tip jar and took the card out and put it in the back pocket of her jeans.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” she said, to the room, to the coolers, to a man in a photograph with a bad mustache and a kid on his hip.

Then she went home.
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The bank in Cape Doré was a converted post office with the original tile floor, and the tile floor was the reason Marceline had always liked coming here as a kid, because you could hear everyone’s shoes.

She could hear her own now. She’d worn the boots. She’d thought about it for longer than she wanted to admit, standing in front of the closet at seven in the morning, because the boots said I am a person who owns a business and the sneakers said I am a person who tends a bar, and both were true but only one of them was useful in a room with Rosalie Comeau.

Rosalie had been two years ahead of her in school. Rosalie had a framed photo of her twins on the desk and a laminated card taped to the side of her monitor with somebody else’s phone number on it, and she had been very kind about all of this for eight months, and kindness had a shape and Marceline could see the edges of this one now.

“I want to make sure I’m explaining it right,” Rosalie said.

“You’ve explained it right three times.”

“I want to make sure.”

“Rosalie.”

“Because last time you said you understood and then you called Thursday and asked me the same question a different way.” Rosalie turned the monitor slightly, not enough for Marceline to read it, enough to make a point about the fact that there was a screen and it had things on it. “The extension ended June thirtieth. There isn’t another one. That’s not me. That’s not the branch. It went up.”

“Up where.”

“Up.” Rosalie made a small gesture with two fingers, ceiling-ward, the universal Maritime signal for somewhere in Halifax where they don’t know your father. “They ran it in May. The file came back in June. I sat on it as long as I could sit on it.”

“How long did you sit on it.”

“Longer than I should have.”

Marceline looked at the tile. Six squares to the door. She had counted them coming in without deciding to.

“Say the number,” she said.

“Marcy.”

“Say the number out loud, please, because I’ve had it on a piece of paper for a while and I want to hear a person say it.”

Rosalie said it.

It was not a surprising number. It was in fact the number Marceline had known it was, the one that lived in the third drawer down under the sponsorship paperwork for a peewee team that no longer existed. Hearing it in Rosalie’s voice, in a room with tile, changed nothing about it except everything.

“And the date,” Marceline said.

“Demand letter goes out the twelfth. Then it’s thirty-five days.”

“Thirty-five.”

“Give or take. There’s a process. It doesn’t all happen at once, it’s not like the movies, nobody’s going to put a padlock on the door on day thirty-six.”

“But there’s a day.”

Rosalie was quiet.

“There’s a day, Ros.”

“There’s a day,” Rosalie said.

Marceline nodded. She could feel her own face doing the thing it did, the pleasant open attentive thing she wore for four hundred customers a week, and she let it. It was easier than the alternative. Somewhere under her sternum something was going very fast and she was not going to look directly at it in a bank.

“Okay,” she said. “What are my options.”

“Marcy…”

“You’ve got a script for this. You’ve had this meeting before, I know you have, you had it with the Arsenaults and you had it with the guy who ran the shop out by the wharf. There’s a page you’re supposed to read me. Read me the page.”

Rosalie exhaled through her nose. Then, because she was decent, she read the page.

There was a refinancing option that required income Marceline did not have. There was a restructuring option that required a co-signer with assets, and the only person in the world who would have co-signed for her without asking a single question was currently in a rehabilitation facility in Bridgewater learning to use his right hand. There was a sale, which was not a solution, it was the thing the solutions were designed to prevent. There was a private lender, which Rosalie said in a flat voice with her eyes somewhere else, and did not recommend, and Marceline made a note of anyway.

“That’s it?”

“That’s what I’ve got.”

“Ros. It’s forty-one years old. My grandfather put the bar in.”

“I know.”

“Half this town got married out of that back room.”

“I know. I had my shower there.” Rosalie closed the folder. Her hand stayed flat on top of it. “Can I say something not as the bank?”

“Can I stop you?”

“You could sell the building and clear it and walk out with something. Not much. Something. And you’d be thirty-one with no debt.” She said it gently and quickly, like tearing something. “That’s a real thing that’s available to you and I’d be a bad friend if I didn’t put it on the table.”

Marceline stood up.

She did it smoothly, and she picked up her bag, and she put her hand out, and Rosalie shook it, which was absurd and both of them knew it, two women who had smoked behind the arena together in 2009 shaking hands over a demand letter.

“Twelfth,” Marceline said.

“Twelfth.”

“Thanks for sitting on it.”

“Marcy.”

“No, I mean it.” And she did, that was the worst part. “You didn’t have to. Thank you.”

Six squares to the door. She counted them again on the way out, and the sound of her boots was exactly as good as she remembered, and out on the street the light was so bright off the water that she stood there for a second with her hand up like an idiot before she could see anything at all.

She sat in the truck for eleven minutes.

She knew it was eleven because she watched the clock do it. The truck was her father’s, a 2009 Silverado with a passenger door that only opened from the outside and a rosary on the mirror that neither of them believed in and neither of them had ever taken down. It smelled like him. Eight months and it still smelled like him, sawdust and Player’s Light and the peppermints he kept in the console for kids who came in with their parents.

She did not cry, because she had made a rule about that in November and the rule had held, and she was not going to lose the rule in a bank parking lot on a Tuesday.

Instead she got out the notebook.

The notebook was a coil-bound thing from the pharmacy with a picture of a lighthouse on it, and it had numbers in it going back to February, and she opened to a clean page and wrote the date and then wrote the number Rosalie had said and then under it she wrote everything she had.

The float. The safe. The thing in the credit union that was technically an RRSP and would be worth about sixty percent of itself after they took their piece. The truck, if she sold the truck, which she could not do because she needed it to get to Bridgewater twice a week, and also could not do for other reasons she declined to write in a notebook.

She added it twice. Both times it came to the same place, which was less than a third.

Then she wrote, in the margin, in small letters, 34 days.

Then she looked at it. Then she crossed it out and wrote 35, because Rosalie had said thirty-five and she was not going to start rounding against herself.

She put the notebook in the glovebox with everything else she wasn’t looking at, and she drove to Bridgewater.

The facility had good windows. That was the thing she’d decided to be grateful for, early on, when the gratitude had to come from somewhere: the room faced south and the light in the afternoon was honestly beautiful, and it fell across the foot of the bed and the little table with the water jug and the tissue box and the photo Nell had printed of the bar’s front step, and it made the whole place look like somewhere a person got better.

Denis Doucet was in the chair by the window when she came in, not the bed, which was new, and which meant they’d walked him from the bed to the chair, which was a good day.

“There she is,” he said.

The words came out slower on the left. Eight months and she still felt it every single time, that half beat of delay, like a record you’d forgotten was warped.

“There you are.” She kissed the top of his head. “You’re up.”

“They made me.”

“Did they.”

“Woman named Priya. Terrible woman. Cruel.” He turned his head to look at her properly. “Merciless. She’s coming back at four.”

“Good.”

“You’re supposed to take my side.”

“I’m on Priya’s side. Priya and I are in league. We’ve been in league since March.” She sat on the end of the bed, which she wasn’t supposed to do, and had done every visit for eight months. “Hand.”

He held it up. The right one. He turned it over, made a fist, opened it. It was slower than a hand should be and it was miles better than April.

“Look at that.”

“It’s a hand,” he said.

“It’s a great hand. It’s the best hand in this building.”

“Low bar.” He almost smiled and half of his face got there. “You’re dressed up.”

She had forgotten the boots.

It happened in a fraction of a second, that whole calculation. She felt it go through her the way you feel a step that isn’t there. He was looking at her boots, and her father had run a business for forty-one years and could read a set of books in his sleep and had once known, from a two minute phone call, that a supplier was three weeks from folding.

Eight months ago she’d have told him. She’d have come in and dropped the folder on the bed and said Dad, it’s bad, and they’d have sat with it and he’d have said something unhelpful and cheerful and then something actually useful, and it would have been theirs instead of hers.

But there was a chart at the end of that bed. And on the chart there was a number for his blood pressure, and Priya, who was merciless, had said the word secondary event in a hallway in February in a voice deliberately calm enough to be terrifying.

“Bank,” Marceline said.

“What for?”

“Nothing. Deposit. And then Rosalie kept me forty minutes about her sister’s wedding, which apparently is now a two day event, which for the record I think is a crime.”

“Rosalie Comeau.”

“Rosalie Comeau.”

“Her father was a liar,” Denis said comfortably.

“That’s not relevant to the wedding.”

“Everything’s relevant.” He shifted in the chair. She watched him do it and made herself not get up. “The extension. That was June, was it? End of June?”

And there it was.

She had known it was coming. She had known it since the parking lot, since the notebook, since possibly the moment Rosalie had said twelfth. She had spent an hour of highway with the window down deciding what she was going to say, and she had told herself she hadn’t decided, and she had decided.

“Went through,” Marceline said.

Two words. Very light. She heard herself say them from slightly outside her own body, and they sounded exactly like the truth, because she had spent eleven years telling four hundred people a week that the kitchen was only a few minutes behind.

Her father looked at her.

“Through,” he said.

“They renewed. Rosalie pushed it. It’s a year.” A year was the right size. A year was long enough to stop asking about and short enough to sound real. “There’s a rate on it I don’t love, but it’s a year.”

“What rate.”

“I’m not telling you the rate.”

“Marceline.”

“You’ll get worked up about the rate and then Priya will blame me.” She reached over and straightened the water jug that did not need straightening, and made herself stop, and put her hand back in her lap. “It’s handled, Dad.”

The room did that thing rooms do. The fridge in the hall hummed. Somewhere down the corridor a television was playing something with an audience laugh track.

“You’d tell me,” he said.

It was not a question, exactly. It was the shape of a question laid down carefully in front of her, and she understood that he was giving her a door, and she understood that he had been giving her doors for a couple of months now and she had walked past all of them.

“I’d tell you,” she said.

He held her eyes for a second longer than she could stand, and then he let it go, and she did not know if he’d let it go because he believed her or because he’d decided to let her have it.

“All right,” he said.

“All right.”

“You’re a good liar,” her father said. “You get it from your mother.”

Her heart went sideways.

“I’m not lying.”

“I know.” He looked out the window at the good south light. “I’m saying if you were, you’d be good at it. It’s a compliment. Take the compliment.”

She sat there on the end of the bed she wasn’t supposed to sit on.

“Take the compliment, Marcy.”

“Taken,” she said.

They watched the second period of a game neither of them cared about, an exhibition thing on a channel that showed exhibition things, and he fell asleep at eleven minutes in the way he did now, mid-sentence, without warning, and she stayed twenty minutes longer than she needed to and put the blanket over his knees and did not touch his hand because it would wake him.

In the corridor she stopped at the desk and asked Priya, who was not merciless, whether there’d been any change in the blood pressure numbers, and Priya said no, steady, good, keep him calm, keep him bored, no big excitements, and Marceline said of course and meant it in a way that felt like swallowing a stone.

She got to the truck. She sat in it.

Then she pulled out the notebook and looked at the number and the 35 in the margin, and she got out her phone and made three calls, one to the beer rep about extending terms, one to Kevin who ran the ice cream place and had once mentioned in a vague way that he knew people who invested, and one to the credit union about what exactly happened to an RRSP when you set it on fire.

None of them went well.

At the end of the third one she sat with the phone in her lap and the sun going down over the parking lot and she thought, without any drama at all, the way you’d notice a tire was low: I am going to lose it.

She reached over and opened the glovebox to put the notebook away.

The black card was in there, on top of the insurance slip, where she’d put it four nights ago because it was not going to live in the pocket of her jeans like something she was keeping.

She looked at it for a long moment.

Then she put the notebook on top of it and shut the glovebox and started the truck.
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The TV over the bar had a mute button and Marceline had lost it in 2019.

Not the button. The remote. The remote had gone the way of everything that went in a bar, which was down behind something and then into somebody’s pocket and then to sea, and so the TV over the bar had lived at the mercy of whatever the cable box decided for six years, and the cable box had decided, on a Thursday afternoon in July, that everyone in Doucet’s needed to hear about a dead man in Toronto.

“Turn it up,” said Gerry Thibault.

“It’s already up.”

“Then turn it up more.”

“Gerry, if it goes up more, the speaker does the thing.” She was cutting limes. It was two in the afternoon and there were five people in the building and she was cutting limes for a Thursday night that was probably going to be nine people, and she was doing it because her hands needed something. “Sit still and listen like an adult.”

On the screen a woman in a raincoat stood outside a building with a lot of glass in it. The chyron said DOYLE ESTATE. Under that, smaller: LARKHALL OWNERSHIP IN QUESTION.

Marceline had known the name Desmond Doyle the way she knew the name of any old rich man attached to a hockey team, which was vaguely and with a low-grade dislike she’d never examined. He had died in May. It had been on the news then too, for about a day, with the photograph they always used, the one from the seventies where he was standing on a bench in a bad suit with his mouth open.

“Forty years,” Gerry said, to nobody. “He had that team forty years.”

“Forty-one,” said Trevor, from the end of the bar.

“Forty.”

“Forty-one. He bought it in eighty-four. My old man had the calendar.”

“Your old man had a lot of things.”

“He did,” Trevor agreed peaceably.

The woman in the raincoat was saying that the terms of the estate had been filed with the court and were therefore, in her words, a matter of public record, and that the filing had produced what she called an unusual set of conditions.

Marceline stopped cutting limes.

She didn’t know why. It was a small snag, the way your eye catches on a word in a page you’re not reading properly. Unusual set of conditions. She stood with the knife flat on the board and the smell of lime on her fingers and watched a woman in a raincoat in Toronto not say what the conditions were.

“They’re not going to say,” Trevor said.

“They’ll say.”

“They’re not going to say, they’ve been doing this all week, they say conditions and then they cut to a guy.”

They cut to a guy.

The guy was standing at a bank of microphones in front of the same glass building, and he was about sixty-five, and he was the best-dressed person Marceline had seen on television in a month. Not flashy. That was the thing she noticed first and disliked immediately, the specific expensive quietness of it, a navy suit that had been made for a body and a tie the colour of nothing at all.

The chyron said AMBROSE DOYLE, PRESIDENT, TORONTO LARKHALL.

“There he is,” Gerry said. “That’s the brother.”

“Uncle,” Trevor said.

“Brother. Brother of the dead one.”

“Right, so, uncle. Of the other one.” Trevor made a face. “The one that’s on the news all the time. The one that punched the guy in Sunrise.”

“Oh,” Gerry said. “Him.”

Marceline wiped her hands on the towel.

Ambrose Doyle waited for the microphones to settle before he spoke, and he waited a beat longer than he needed to, and Marceline watched that beat and thought: that’s a man who has done this a thousand times and knows the room comes to him. She’d seen it maybe four times in her life. It wasn’t confidence. Confident men talked over things. This was something else, a kind of patience that was actually a form of pressure.

“Thank you all for coming,” he said.

He had a good voice. Low, unhurried, no accent she could place except money.

“My brother built something that outlasted him. That was, I think, the point of him.” A ripple through the press pack, appreciative. “Desmond was not a sentimental man about many things. He was sentimental about that building and the people in it. Four hundred and six people work for the Toronto Larkhall. That number includes the equipment staff, the ice crew, the ticketing office, and the woman who has run the switchboard since 1991.”

“He’s good,” Trevor said.

“He’s very good,” Marceline said.

“My only concern in the coming months is those four hundred and six people, and the ten thousand season ticket holders who have kept faith with this club through periods when faith was not easy.” A small dry pause. Somebody laughed. “The estate has set out a process. That process will run its course. I have no comment on its particulars and I would ask you to respect the family’s position on that.”

A reporter said something. It didn’t pick up on the mic.

Ambrose Doyle tilted his head, listened, and answered the question in a way that Marceline recognized instantly from eleven years of dealing with drunks, which was: by answering a slightly different one.

“What I’d say is this. A hockey club is not an asset. It gets talked about as an asset, on nights like this it gets valued as one, and I understand why. But four hundred and six people don’t work for an asset.” He put one hand flat on the podium, the first gesture he’d made. “What the organization needs now is stability. Continuity of operations. Stewardship, if that isn’t too old-fashioned a word. Somebody who knows where the light switches are.”

“Christ,” said Nell, who had come in for her shift and was standing at the end of the bar with her jacket half off. “Is this the will thing?”

“This is the will thing.”

“Is he getting it?”

“Sounds like he thinks so,” Marceline said.

Another question. This one carried.

Sir, is it true the conditions relate to your nephew?

There was a small silence on the television and every single person in Doucet’s stopped what they were doing.

Ambrose Doyle’s face did not change. That was the thing. It didn’t harden, it didn’t soften, he didn’t do the wounded thing or the amused thing. He looked at the reporter with a patience so complete it was almost kind, and he let the silence run three full seconds, which on television is an eternity, and which Marceline understood with total clarity was on purpose.

“Émeric is family,” he said.

That was all. He said it and then he stopped, and let the stopping do the work.

“Oh, that’s nasty,” Nell said, delighted. “That’s nasty.”

“He didn’t say anything.”

“He said everything.” Nell got her other arm out of her jacket. “That’s what my aunt does. She goes well, she’s very brave, and then you know.”

Ambrose Doyle straightened his cuff. “I’d add only that I’ve been in this organization for eleven years. My brother put me in the president’s chair in 2015 and I’ve been in it every day since, through a rebuild, through a work stoppage, through the arena financing. I know what this club is. I know what it costs to run.” He looked directly into the middle camera and Marceline had the unpleasant sensation of being addressed. “Whatever the estate decides, my only ask is that whoever ends up holding this responsibility understands it’s a responsibility. Not a prize.”

“Well,” Trevor said.

“He wants it,” Gerry said.

“He’s earned it,” Trevor said. “By the sound. Eleven years he’s run it, and the other one’s what, thirty? And he’s been suspended, what, three times?”

“Four,” Nell said.

“Four times. And this fella’s been sat there doing the work while the nephew’s out being on the news for the wrong reasons.” Trevor turned his glass on the mat. “You know what? Good for him. Guy did the job.”

And the thing was, Marceline thought, Trevor was right.

That was what she was still turning over. She had spent thirty seconds waiting to dislike Ambrose Doyle and he had not given her anything to work with. He hadn’t sneered. He hadn’t said one word against anybody. He had stood at a podium the day the terms of his brother’s will became public and made an argument that any sensible person would agree with, which was that a business with four hundred and six employees should probably be run by someone who had

































































