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CHAPTER ONE

The knock is surprisingly gentle. Ive heard the stomping of numerous feet up the three flights of stairs for some minutes now, accompanied by enough wheezing, coughing and complaining to wake the most medicated of deep sleepers. I put down my book and move to flick open the token lock, a hook and eye arrangement such as used to be found on old screen doors at summer cottages. Multiple sets of shoulders crowd and shove their way in.

Gerry collapses on my bed, shuddering the metal frame; hes red-faced and breathing hard. Resembling a sumo wrestler gone to seed, hes not built for mountain climbing; his two companions, Michael and Diamond, manage to remain on their feet.

So whats up? They have the air of a delegation, but not the confidence. No one is speaking.

Gerry holds up his hand, pantomiming the need for a little more time to catch his breath. Clearly, he is the designated spokesman. His once white T-shirt is grey and speckled with ash, and his only pair of jeans are desperately in need of laundering. As is his hair and scraggly beard.

His words finally come out in a rush: Someone stole Maryanne.

Stole Maryanne?

Yeah, they just came and took her, and all her stuff. Wouldnt let us talk to her, ask her where she was going, nothing.

This is serious. Maryanne is their cribbage partner, and the owner of the board.

Tell me what they looked like, these people. I already know she has no family to speak of, so its either the hospital (unlikely since shes no crazier than usual) or another blatant attempt at poaching. Though everyone in here is a societal cast-off, many are on provincial disability pensions, making them more attractive and lucrative tenants than the welfare folks whose maximum allotments are hardly worth collecting. Landlords have been known to lure away people from other homes with offers of one-time partial rent rebates, even cash bonuses if they bring a friend along with them. These promises typically become misunderstandings once the shift in addresses is accomplished.

Maryanne wasnt naive, she knew the score. And she liked it here at Delta Court.

One guy was bald and fat; he had some kind of accent when he told us to mind our own business. This from the gaunt young man with the faraway eyes whom Maryanne had taken under her maternal wing; she called him Diamond, so we did too.

Dana, I told them they shoulda just got me or you right away, adds Michael, hitching up his jeans aggressively while staring accusingly at his friends. What the hell are we supposed to do about it now shes gone? Nobody thinks around here.

Michaels never been accused of oversensitivity. Hes angry, and when hes angry, he lashes out. Its how hes managed to survive on the streets since he ran away from home at thirteen. Gentling him has been a long-term project of mine. It beats taking up knitting.

Maybe there was nothing to be done, Michael. She didnt ask for help? Didnt scream or struggle or anything?

No, but jeez He runs out of words, and tugs at his hair instead. Im sorry, didnt mean to pop off at you guys. Its just, its just not right, you know?

His voice cracks, the muscles in his face tighten, and we all look at the floor, or the walls, as he struggles for control. No one speaks, no one moves.

Gerry ducks his head deep down into his chest. I know hes crying. For him, Maryannes leaving is another loss stacked on a lifetime of losses. I sit beside him on the bed, put an arm around his shoulder. I can feel him trembling.

Look, I can try to find out where shes gone, it shouldnt be too hard; maybe shell even come back on her own. No matter how good they made the new place sound, shes going to miss everyone here.

Im not lying, theres a strong possibility shell get herself evicted in record time. Maryanne sober is a very different woman from Maryanne drunk. Its mid-month, wines been in short supply since the cheque money ran out, and what may have looked to the poachers like a sweet-tempered, easily managed, middle-aged matron will morph into a foul-mouthed, aggressive nightmare.

Diamond shuffles his feet, uncomfortable with the sadness flooding him.

Maybe she was mad at us. For something. When you find her, you could tell her were sorry.

The other two nod, eagerly, hopefully.

If I can track her down, Ill tell her.

Its not much, but its something for them to hang on to, and they mumble thanks as they retreat out the door.

Left alone, I plug in the kettle for coffee. My place is small, but by rooming house standards, its a penthouse. It has a private bathroom with a shower stall, a sink where a kitchen might be if anyone had thought to put one in and the luxury of only one bed.

There are two other rooms on my floor. In the one directly across from me four men have been shoehorned into beds that take up all the floor space. Its sadly fortunate that none of them have much in the way of personal possessions, as there are no bureaus or closets, just bare walls with cracks like lightning bolts working their way down from the ceiling.

Miss Semple occupies the room in between, her roommate another elderly woman, though not nearly as capable or competent, who mumbles constantly just below her breath, either prayers or complaints, no one can be sure. Just once she has spoken to me, enunciating each word. I was coming up the stairs and she was on the landing, looking lost. I smiled at her, and she said, Im not crazy, you know. I spent a few years on the streets, and maybe I was yelling, but I was never crazy. I was just confused, wondering where everyone had gone, my family, my friends.

I know, I said, though I didnt.

The floor below us has five rooms, one of which belonged to Maryanne. Another is shared by Michael and Diamond, and the last three are packed to bursting with men and women either stepping up from the street or about to step down, transients who rarely stay more than a month or two.

Gerry has the first-floor bedroom, a little more furnished than most, in keeping with his status as longest-serving tenant. Two old men, silent and cowed, take up the other beds in the room. Whenever Im in there, their faces are turned to the walls, thin blankets drawn up to their necks. A small office, kept locked, a bathroom and the common room fill out the rest of the floor.

The walls of my room are a garish yellowy orange, the landlord probably bought the paint at a serious discount, and they bulge in places where plaster repairs were never sanded flat, but I like the odd shape of the room. It has the feel of an attic space, with a sloped ceiling and two windows, each with four tiny, cracked and milky squares of glass, staring out onto King Street West. It took a while to get them to open, they were jammed shut with old paint and crud, but with Gerrys help Id managed to prop them up. I love being able to hear all the street sounds, the whoosh of cars throughout the night, the snatches of conversation from passersby, even the rumble of the King streetcar making its way across the city. Less pleasant are the fights that often erupt when the bars across the street close, and drunks stumble and curse their way home. Still, its all evidence of life, and movement, and possibilities, like living by train tracks, knowing one day you too could get aboard and be whisked away to some other place.

A Parkdale address once held a certain cachet, due to its proximity to Lake Ontario and the hugely popular Sunnyside Amusement Park, which had been a major draw for thousands of Toronto families every summer. The areas more vocal and politically active ratepayers and business associations complain that Parkdale has been turned into a dumping ground for alcoholics, drug addicts, ex-cons and de-institutionalized mental patients. But none of these groups was responsible for Parkdales decline. It was the exodus of the wealthy that started the rush to the bottom, after the closure of the park and the building of the Gardiner Expressway, which cut off easy access to the lake in the fifties.

Now, instead of the glitterati, it attracts scruffy community legal workers, tenants rights workers, NDP organizers, lefties of all shades and stripes eager to do battle with evil landlords, the Liberals and the business associations, while the latter mutter ominously about communists and outside agitators. In spite of all the hyperbole and invective, which tends to reach a raucous crescendo at public meetings, the streets are mostly safe, except perhaps for the wee hours before dawn.

Parkdale is my home, once through necessity, now by choice.

Ive humanized my room with books and plants I grew from clippings that my friend Charlene cut from her garden. I dug up an old knotted rug from the basement along with a dresser with two working drawers, and scrounged a kettle and a hot plate.

Its enough for me.

Ive lived here for two years now, in this falling-down mess of a building, with its dim lighting and quirky heating system, its occasional outbreaks of pests large and small, and its strange and fascinating collection of tenants.

Its not a charitable or missionary impulse that keeps me here. These men and women see something in me that I havent seen in myself for some years now, and I am grateful to them for that and for the privileged position theyve given me in the house. Im sure it helps that Im the only woman in here under fifty, which creates a constant jostling rivalry for my attention.

Coffee in hand, I prop myself against the pillows on the bed that has miraculously survived Gerrys collapsing on it, though I think I can detect a new sinkhole in the aging mattress, and realize that I cant hear a single sound from any of the twenty-five people, twenty-four now, who live here. Its eerie, unsettling.

It is very odd, out of character for Maryanne to just pack up and leave without a word. We are, in all the ways that count, her family. Shed brought fun and laughter into the place, weaving a community of sorts out of very disparate threads. Gerry, whose experience of life had been limited to the grey walls of a series of mental institutions; Michael, a young tough desperate for affection; and Diamond, who seemed as fragile and otherworldly as a dream. I feel their distress like a gnawing ulcer, deep inside, and whatever plans Id had for a quiet day of reading are out the window. I have to move on this.

I can get another cribbage board, scrounge it from one of the drop-ins in the area, and ask some questions at the same time. At least it will get me out in the sunlight. Sometimes, like others here, I need external impetus to physically leave the building, brave the crowded sidewalks and the resultant overload of stimuli. Sometimes whole days go by without my venturing farther than the sprawling porch. I know its unhealthy and often remind myself, with mixed success, to get out more.

The house, with all its drawbacks, has a womblike pull about it, as though the dank, narrow corridors and closed doors dont actually confine us, but protect us from all that is harmful in the real world.

In my tiny bathroom, I wipe steam from the mirror hanging crookedly from a single nail protruding from the wall, and despair. Though Im blessed by an olive complexion, allowing me to get by with a freshly scrubbed look, makeup being an unnecessary expense, Im cursed by hair that curls wildly, no matter how short I cut it or how much conditioner I pour on it. Im told I have an attractive face, elfin-shaped, atop a slender five-foot-six frame, but none of us ever see ourselves as others do. I attack the mess of curls with a comb, losing a few more of its teeth in the thicket, snarling all the while.

That bright burst of colours and sounds, so different from the darkening gloom of the rooming house, surprises me every time I step out the door. I always pause here, on the porch, taking it all in, mentally adjusting before heading down the stairs. Passengers disgorged from streetcars at the intersection of King and Dufferin create a constant stream of pedestrian traffic westward that peters out in a few blocks; they tend to keep their heads down, preoccupied with their troubles or their thoughts or their children. Theres wariness, too, a careful distancing from some of the rougher characters loitering on the corners, hands thrust out, palms open.

There are streets I can see from my own vantage point on the porch, some called avenues, though they are narrow and almost treeless, that would grace any proud neighbourhood. They create long stretches of quiet, of everyday, middle-class normality between the more anarchic Queen and King Streets arteries.

These peaceful streets arent barricaded, exactly, but the down and out tend to avoid them, even as shortcuts, perhaps feeling too visible and out of place. On other mixed use streets, tensions are higher, conflicts more likely, as anxious parents watch the comings and goings of disreputable characters into falling-down buildings, and worry about their children and their escalating insurance costs.

Homeowners dont seem to shop or stroll locally. Theyre not spotted in the doughnut shops or bars. The very reputation that made their houses affordable for them seems to keep them from enjoying the neighbourhood.

As I walk up to Queen Street, I recognize that there are indeed times when the neighbourhood feels like one big institution, an all-purpose holding facility for the mad, the criminal, the simply poor. Judging by media coverage of the area, bodies should be a foot deep in the streets, but on a sunny day like this, even the dealers crowding the corners, jostling each other in their loud, competitive hawking to passersby, seem inordinately cheerful, the tension that ages and scars their faces gone for the moment.

Theres a tolerance here for difference, eccentricity, the less-than-legal that cant be found in other parts of the city: police dont harass the panhandlers, and no one we know worries too much about property values falling, since almost everyone rents or rooms or boards, looking only to keep their footing, not to fall any further than this.

You cant get a latte or a double cappuccino, but every bleak, hole-in-the-wall restaurant has a liquor licence, or at least a notice taped to their grime-smeared windows declaring that theyve applied for one. Dollar stores, cut-rate bruised and bashed food emporiums, cheque-cashing outlets, missions and bars complete our business and entertainment district. I pass a squat, red-brick building garnished with graffiti that houses our sole culture allotmentthe local library, at the corner of Cowan Avenue, which also doubles as a senior citizens drop-in for those escaping from the grandiose sounding retirement villas that pock the area.

Dana!

I look around, startled out of my musings. Its Joe. He works the area near the strip mall, a sad little venture containing a laundromat and bracketed by a doughnut shop and two empty storefronts. Hes hawking a variety of pills (Valium, Percocet) bought cheaply from the psychiatric patients he rooms with and sold for a profit on the street. Once upon a time, he may have been a good-looking guy, but hes been through so many manic episodes that hes aged early and badly. His teeth are jagged and broken and stained with nicotine, his clothes are stiff with sweat and dirt and could stand up by themselves. He used to come to the drop-in, where I do the occasional shift, and I grew quite fond of him. But his dealing inside the building had resulted in his barring.

Where you been? he asks me, though I saw him yesterday, and the day before.

Right here, Joe. Hows it going?

Slow. Very slow. No ones got any money. You know how it is.

Yeah. Sorry to hear it. You take care now, okay?

I keep moving. A block on, theres a guy who looks like he collapsed on the pavement, then crawled up enough to lean against a storefront wall. Its just George. George thinks Im homeless like he is, and frequently lets me know where I can cadge a meal or find a bed for the night. Hes bigger than Gerry, bigger than almost anyone Ive ever met. He looks ageless, the fat having smoothed out whatever wrinkles he otherwise might have had. His legs are like slabs of beef, and between them is a used Coffee Time cup for people to drop change in. There are a couple of lonely quarters stuck in the grunge at the bottom. He smiles when he sees me coming, so I pull up a square of sidewalk beside him and sit for a while.

Hey, George.

Hey, Dana. He coughs, a brutal, body-shaking, rumbling cough that reminds him to roll a cigarette. He has a collection of butts that he pulls from his shirt pocket, and he picks through them looking for the longest ones. Itll be lunch soon at the church. You going? He finds a rolling paper and starts the tedious process of tearing bits of tobacco from the butts and filling the paper. They have meatloaf today. You like meatloaf?

Sure. Who doesnt? Not today, though, no time.

Well, you could go to the mission, they have sandwiches you can take with you. Breads usually stale, but they use a lot of margarine.

I can still taste the bacon and eggs I ate across the street this morning, now leavened with a pinch of guilt. The only way to survive, to keep functioning, is to try to ignore it. Like the people who gingerly step over Georges feet, trying not to stare.

And down fartherhe points a sausage of a finger easttheres another church that serves hot, but you gotta line up for hours. You okay? Want a smoke?

Im okay, no thanks. Whered you sleep last night?

In the park. More room. Less people than the shelter. Had supper at the mission first. It was good, not enough though. Chicken and rice, all mixed together. Ice cream. And a banana. Whered you sleep?

I was safe, dont worry. Im wondering how hes going to manage to get up once hes ready to go. You going to come to the drop-in today?

Maybe. You be there?

For a while, yeah.

Recycled tobacco has a stench all its own. We sit together in companionable silence, browning in the sun, people-watching. George likes company more than conversation, though its easier for him with his extra cushioning to endure the hard pavement thats bruising my tailbone. I dont know too much about George, its hard to break through his food obsession. I do know the important things. Hes sweet, even-tempered and still finds it in him to look out for others. He rarely complains about anything, is grateful for the little hes given.

Im very aware how much better off I am than most people here. I make a living, of sorts, with word portraits of the neighbourhood and its inhabitants that the local alternative weekly publishes when advertising permits. Between that, and the occasional shift at the drop-in for the socially isolated where Im headed, I manage to feed and clothe myself.

Theres a crowd outside the door by the time I show up, waiting for opening time, and Im quickly swallowed up in hugs and heys from the usual assortment of street kids, crazies and wannabe toughs that make up the clientele.

Pete rescues me by choosing that moment to unlock the door, and grins at me across the small sea of heads.

Bout time you showed up.

Bout time you opened up. A person could get sunburnt out here.

We both know I have a key. Pete says he sleeps easier knowing that I have access to his computer for my writing after hours, his phone for emergencies, coffee and whatever foods lying around if I need it. Thats the kind of guy he is, and thats why I love him like a brother. In return, I let him drag me to meetings, the seemingly endless talk-fests with city and provincial bureaucrats and professional social workers and housing providers, all looking for creative solutions to the continuing neighbourhood decline.

Pete leads me into his office, waving off calls for his attention with a good-tempered give me a few minutes. Office might be a bit of a grandiose term for what is essentially a combination storeroom and paperwork area: baseballs bats and gloves and bases are piled up precariously in one corner, bingo balls and broken pool cues, green garbage bags stuffed to bursting with donated clothing; mouse traps, roach poison and tobacco tins decorate the rest of the room. He sweeps a chair clear of files and perches on his desk. Not your average executive director, he dresses like the rest of us, without pretense or the need to draw lines.

So how you been?

We catch up, since its been a few weeksmy progress with a piece I was trying to write, his kids, gleaming with health and uninhibited laughter in the latest photos. Hes my touchstone for life outside this community, for the good out there that we seldom see. Outside the closed door, a swell of voices rises and falls in arguments, laughter, complaints, the discordant symphony of life in the raw.

Pete, Im curious whether youve heard of any new places opening up, or new owners taking over? Something a little strange happened with Maryanne. You remember her, dont you?

Of course, he says with a little smile.

She was scooped by another house. Two guys came in and just took her, and we havent heard a word from her since.

He closes his eyes a minute, grimaces like hes remembering a bad taste.

We had a guy show up last week, he said he had some openings. He wanted to make an announcement in the middle of the drop-in, and got mouthy when I said no. I had to escort him out while he cursed at me. Bald guy, fat, short, sounded Eastern European. Generally an unpleasant character.

Sometimes landlords see the drop-in as a people bank where they can grab a few tenants without having to advertise or jump through hoops to get referrals. Pete discourages this whenever someone tries it. Otherwise, it might look as though the centre endorses a particular owner, when it doesnt and never has.

Sounds like the same guy. Did he give a name? An address?

Probably, but I cant remember now. Still, it shouldnt be too hard to find out. Ill make some calls, see what I can find out. I hope its not another Hector. Hector was a notorious bully and thief whod run his rooming house like a private fiefdom. It took years and a fortuitous hit-and-run accident to get him out of the business.

Staying for lunch?

Sure, but theres just one more thing Cribbage board and pegs safely stored in my knapsack, I help Pete and another staff member ladle out chicken stew and chunks of crusty bread smothered in margarine. Eighty men and women in various stages of disintegration form an undulating line that weaves through the haphazardly placed collection of tables and chairs.

That done, I take my own plate over to the table where Vera sits alone in regal isolation, and compliment her on the new blond wig she wears like a cap or a crown over her long and thinning grey hair. At one time, she must have been quite beautiful, and probably attracted a lot of male attention. She still dresses well, though her attempts at makeup are less skilful now that her hands shake and her eyes are dimmer; splotches of rouge and slashes of bright red lipstick often mar her face. Pete has had to work very hard to keep Vera housed. Shes a hoarder, her tiny room so cluttered with newspapers and boxes, empty bottles and bags of clothing that shes constantly being threatened with eviction. Every few months he goes in to try to help her sort a path through the chaos, and to convince her to part with some of her treasures.

Wheres Janice today? I ask. Janice and Vera are usually inseparable. Both in their sixties, they happily spend their waning days creating and consuming concoctions, using the European alcohol-based tonic called Stomach Bitters as a base, whichif ones taste buds have declined sufficientlyrecall Kahlua, Brown Cows and better days.

Vera leans toward me, looking around first to be sure no one is listening. Her wig tilts forward into her eyes, she impatiently pushes it back, and breathes vapours into my face.

I dont know, I went to pick her up, we were supposed to go to the variety store to get a few bottles. This was a couple of days ago, and a man said she didnt live there anymore. Im very worried; I dont know what theyve done with her, why theyre lying like that. Im afraid shes dead!

Big tears catch and puddle on the smears of lipstick she uses to rouge her sunken cheeks.

Shed never just leave me like that. Never.

I put my hand on top of hers, feel her trembling and speak urgently through my own growing uneasiness.

Listen, it could be anything, maybe she wasnt feeling well, maybe whoever answered the door was new, didnt know her name, or was too lazy to go check. Dont scare yourself like this; she wouldnt want you making yourself sick. Let me talk to Pete, see what we can find out. I gently squeeze her hand, trying to reassure, trying to reassure myself, even while Im wondering who else has been spirited away and ominously kept from their friends, their careful routines. No one really keeps track of individuals and people disappear all the time, losing their housing because of non-payment of rent; its a side-effect of poverty. Sometimes they show up again, after a few months, trying to get off the streets, trying to re-apply for welfare; sometimes they dont.

The simple act of standing up and stepping away from the table, allows my head to clear, and I remind myself that this could be just a coincidence. I could be falling into Veras latest conspiracy theory, although those usually involve the RCMP and unnamed government operatives. She carries a toy gun in her purse, big and plastic and cracked, to defend herself against attack by these shadowy forces. Still, if it is a coincidence, its strangely timed.

Long days have gone by and theres been no word from Maryanne, or from Pete. Diamond has taken to his bed, depressed and left alone again, as alone as he can be in this crowded house. Its even worse for big Gerry, whose tenure in the building was matched only by hers. Fifteen years together, through a half-dozen landlords and a stream of tenants coming and going, they were a constant for each other. They battled and reconciled and battled and drank and battled and bullshitted, then shes gone. Just like that.

Our common room looks like a shipwreck, as usual. Cigarette butts and pop cans, McDonalds ashtrays overflowing, bits of unidentifiable trash everywhere. The television in the corner has been broken forever; the couch smells of urine and mothballs, and a collection of old, mismatched kitchen chairs surrounds a rickety card table where a desultory card game is in progress. Though the players appreciated the new cribbage board and real pegs I managed to score for them, without Maryannes gossip and kibitzing theres too much heavy silence weighing them down.

For at least three-quarters of each month, Maryanne was warm and caring, something of a housemother to those whod never known maternal warmth; she kept a benevolent eye on the tenants, especially the younger ones. She was always ready to share information, if asked, about local food banks, or places that served hot meals, gave out used clothing or legal advice. She even helped clean rooms that had got out of control, those belonging to paper hoarders or bottle collectors who were risking eviction as fire hazards or public health concerns, and she did it cheerfully, respectfully, without expectation of thanks.

Maryanne could make a stage show out of cutting a tenants hair. Her laughter was infectious, she brought life into the house, and she was loved for it. The few days when alcohol claimed her, and changed her, seemed a small price to pay for keeping her with us.

It was Maryanne, struck by my library, who had suggested reading nights in the common room. Gerry, Diamond, Michael, Miss Semplea nice, very retiring and dignified tenantand of course Maryanne and I made up the core of the club, with others dropping in and out as the spirit moved them. My job was to read aloud, a chapter at a time, from a book that was selected by majority vote after a brief verbal synopsis of a half-dozen titles. Literacy among the tenants was in short supply, but democracy still thrived.

Mysteries were big, especially writers like Janet Evanovich (her assortment of bizarre and eccentric characters were people we could recognize and identify with) and Stephen King, and as soon as the library got in a copy of the latest Harry Potter wed tackle that too. These nights, mostly Sundays, took us away from ourselves and our circumstances, broadened our worlds and stimulated imaginations long starved of dreams. Since Maryannes disappearance, the readings had been put on hold by common consent. It didnt seem right to open a new chapter without her; it would be too final an acknowledgement that she wouldnt be returning.

I wonder what Miss Semple is feeling about all this. I havent seen her since the last time I read to the group. We were all surprised when shed joined us; it couldnt have been easy for her to sit with this disreputable group, in this less-than-welcoming room. She doesnt quite belong in the house, doesnt fit somehow. Miss Semple is the only tenant with a regular life, out volunteering five days a week at a downtown mission, always dressed appropriately, smiling shyly and bobbing her head if she passes anyone in the halls, never a complaint or a scowl.

I take a seat on the couch, raising a hand to the card players but maintaining the silence for the moment, wondering once again how to break this mood that hangs like low clouds in the room. Michaels feeling it too. He clears his throat as he throws in his hand, asking, So what was it tonight, Gerry?

Barf in a bowl. Skinned chicken, a lump of potato, carrots. Half a rotten banana.

Since his last bout with illness, caused by the eruption of leg ulcers, hes been getting Meals on Wheels. At first he thought hed struck gold, so did the rest of us, but it turned out to be a source of constant aggravation. He was getting the diabetic versions, tasteless, spiceless and worse, portion-controlled. Never stepping beyond the veranda he usually sent someone out for a Big Mac as a chaser.

Lets see, Michael drawled, what did I have? Karen had a special on: Salisbury steak, fries, corn, and a big slice of apple pie. He manages a smug, satisfied belch, grinning across the table.

Yer a bastard, Michael, did I tell you that?

Theres a banging on the front door, strangers for sure, everyone who lives here knows the lock doesnt work. Gerry throws his cards down with some relief and an exhaled curse, pushes his chair back with a screech, and trundles off to see whos there. Hes the biggest guy in the house, over six feet and way over two hundred pounds: he looks threatening if you dont know him, which makes him the de facto security guard for moments like this. We dont get many callers, and even fewer people we want to see.

Times suspended for the rest of us as we wait, curiosity pricking through the malaise, ears straining to catch the voices.

Gerry stands at the doorway, pale and anxious: Its the cops, Dana, they wanna speak to the person in charge.







CHAPTER TWO

Everyone turns to look at me expectantly. Though I have no official status, I read, I write, Ive been to university, so its down to me.

Bring them in, Gerry.

The room empties out fast. The police are not our friends. By the time two plainclothes officers are led in, no ones left but me. Gerry points a grubby finger in my general direction, and does his own retreat as I rise to greet them.

Can I help you, gentlemen?

Its as though their presence increases the wattage in the room, the usual grunginess and mess stand out in high relief. Im conscious of the state of my clothes, the tired jeans, rumpled sweatshirt, well-worn running shoes in sharp contrast to their tailored suits and highly polished footwear, aware too of the smell of the outside that they carry with them like an exotic perfume doing losing battle with the mustiness and stale smoke.

Im Detective Price, and this is my partner Detective Jansen, says the shorter and harder-faced of the two, not offering his hand, but reaching into his breast pocket for a notebook and pen. Are you the super here?

No, we dont have one, and the owners in Europe for a few months. Im a tenant. Im it, is what I mean.

Theres a pause as they wonder if its worth continuing, but Price sighs and clicks his pen to life. Ive seen his type before, cracking heads on the street, relishing every moment.

Your name?

Dana Leoni.

I watch his blunt, stumpy fingers carve my name onto the page.

How long have you lived here?

I want to cut to the chase, ask them what this is all about, but they are clearly following routine, and expect the same of me. I wave them to the chairs and seat myself. After a long, hesitant moment, either spent wondering if theyll lose an advantage, or pick up a disease, they join me.

Two years.

I understand that a Maryanne Wilson used to live here?

Funny how the temperature can plunge in an instant. I cross my arms in a vain attempt to shield myself.

Yes, for fifteen years. Has something happened? Of course somethings happened, idiot, cops dont show up at the door if nothings happened.

Jansen clears his throat. I study his face as I wait for his answer, hes tanned and his eyes are a deep blue, his aquiline nose has been broken at least once, and his blond hair is cut short over a broad forehead now wrinkled with concern. He leans forward, clasps his hands together on the torn leatherette surface; suddenly I dont want to know.

Im sorry to inform you that shes deceased. Her body was found in the lake. Its taken us some time to identify her. Were in charge of the investigation, and were tracing her movements, looking at her history. Anything you can tell us will be helpfulfamily, friends, that kind of thing.

I fight an old temptation to mentally leave the moment: theres a loud buzzing fraught with alarm echoing in my head, pieces of consequences flying manically against the walls of my skull, Gerry, Diamond, guilt, loss, pain. This cant be happening.

Shes dead? For sure? You couldnt have made some kind of mistake?

Price expels an impatient breath, Of course were sure. Would you mind just letting us ask the questions? I understand she had a drinking problem.

Not a problem, unless there was nothing to drink. That wont do.

She enjoyed her wine, yes.

Did she seem depressed the last time you saw her, and when was that?

When? It was the night before she left. Shed seemed a bit distracted, but I thought it was the strain of sobriety, understandable really.

Maryanne didnt get depressed; she was a pretty cheerful person most of the time. It was harder for her after a few days of drinking, but she was used to the cycle, and coped well enough. It was the rest of us who had problems coping; she let it all hang out.

Any history of mental illness that you know about?

No.

Would you know?

Yes. He bullies me into continuing with his stare. There were no pills, no appointments, no symptoms. Others here have been in the hospital, and she would have said, shes the kind of person who would have said, to make others more comfortable, you know?

He doesnt, but leaves it alone. And family?

Im afraid I dont know if she has any family left; she never mentioned anyone. About two weeks ago, some people came and collected her. They took everything she owned. I didnt see them but the other tenants told me. It was a shock, because shed never said she wanted to leave.

Thats not too surprising, is it? I mean, look around. Christ, she was probably desperate to get out of this dump.

I feel my face flare a brilliant red, the way it does when anger grabs me by the throat. Worse, there are tears in my eyes, and I quickly lower my head, not wanting to give the bastard any satisfaction. I hear Jansen, his voice tight with controlled anger, tell Price, Why dont you call it a night, Dan. Even I can tell its more of an order than a request. You can take the car, Ill finish up here. See you in the morning.

Price is flummoxed. Im glad, feeling a prick of evil satisfaction at his dismissal. His mouth moves a bit, but nothing comes out. Jansen turns his full attention to me, as though Price has already left the room, leaving him no option but to go. Which he does, taking with him the feeling of claustrophobia his attitude and judgments had created in the room. Jensen is quiet till we hear the front door slam shut, followed by a little tinkle of falling plaster.

Why dont we start over? He smiles, a little sadly. I like his smile. Its still early in the investigation, and the autopsy results arent in yet, but it looks like a simple drowning. Her body washed up near the beach at Sunnyside. Ive very sorry for your loss.

Thank you. Not just for answering my question, not just for the expression of sympathy, but for getting rid of Price, and for being human.

She was clearly important to you;, you cared about her. That makes you the best person to give me a good sense of her. Take your time; Id like you to help me to understand who she was.

In an odd way, his gentleness is harder to overcome than Prices staccato interrogation. Im choked up, unable to get any words out.

Would you prefer to talk somewhere else?

I jump at the suggestion. I need to feel the air outside. Need to walk. Theres a McDonalds on the corner, could we?

Lets go there, then.

Outside, the stars are coming out, joining a sliver of a moon in a cloud-free sky.

I cant believe Ill never see Maryanne again, never hear her voice, her laughter. Never tell her how important she was to everyone in the building. Never get to thank her.

The light inside McDonalds is harsh, too revealing for me. I blink rapidly, taking in the brightly coloured seats, the hunched-up guy near the door with both hands on his large coffee cup like its the only thing anchoring him to the world.

Jansen gets me seated away from the handful of customers in the place, and goes to the front to order. Im flooded with memories, jerky scenes replaying in no particular order: Maryanne bullying the little crack addict into clearing out his room; Maryanne with her arm around Diamonds shoulders, sharing an intimate moment; Maryanne going door to door, gathering up clothes and sheets to take over to the laundromat.

Jensen abruptly breaks into these memories, plunking down a tray with a couple of Big Macs, fries and coffees. Thought you might be hungry.

And I am, oddly. Im suddenly ravenous. As I bite into the burger, revived by the taste and substance, such as it is, Im recovering some balance. He pushes over his burger as I finish mine.

Go ahead; Ive already had my dinner.

Its funny, I hate McDonalds food, but I cant stop eating. Hes so patient, sipping his coffee, as though he has all the time in the world.

Thanks. Im a little embarrassed, but steadier. I take a few stringy fries, liking the salt, the sting of the vinegar.

Maryanne

I realize on saying her name that theres no such person anymore, and trembling sets in. I fight this off, and start again. Maryanne was, she was like a housemother of sorts. Not to everyone. She was kind of dismissive to those she called Temps, the ones that would stay a month or two then move on. We have a lot of coming and going in the building
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