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			1

			The gray hooded figure stood backlit by the city’s glow, filtered through sheeting rain. Hilda felt on edge, as if her childhood nightmares were again coming to call.

			“Mrs. Wilson? Is this the right house? I couldn’t see the number in the dark,” a woman said in a gentle voice.

			“I am Mrs. Wilson,” Hilda said, uneasy still, in spite of the woman’s pleasant tone.

			“I’ve come in response to your advertisement for a room to let. Is it still available?”

			“Why yes.” Hilda nodded, eager now. “Would you like to see it? I’m sorry there’s no porch light. I can’t climb up on things anymore. My son, so busy you know, hasn’t had time to come and change the bulb.”

			“That’s quite all right. Yes, please. I would like to see it.”

			“Do come in, please. Let me take that raincoat.” Looking at the woman in better light and without the dripping coat, Hilda saw she was quite ordinary, quite lacking the requisites of a nightmare. Medium height, very short dark hair—almost black—and rail thin.

			“Please don’t trouble yourself. I’m afraid I’m spoiling your beautiful floor.”

			“No trouble,” Hilda answered. “Wait for just a moment while I hang this in the kitchen.”

			“Most kind.”

			What formal speech. A good sign, perhaps. Nice manners, too. For Hilda, nice manners stood at the cornerstone of appropriately distant and successful communication with all those who crossed her path, save Magaly. A little give and take could be allowed in that quarter after all these years, her sons, too, but not her daughter-in-law, who was inclined to impertinence given half the chance.

			“Come on upstairs,” Hilda said. She led the way—a slow climb with Hilda relying heavily on her cane on one side and the railing on the other—and showed her into the room next to the hall bathroom. She loved this little slice of 1940s England with its chintz curtains, matching spread, and rose-strewn carpet. A white chest of drawers straddled one corner and a white armoire presided over a brass bed. The pink silk lampshade cast a warm glow over the room, an inviting room that promised respite. The silk lampshade had been an extravagance, but it had given the room a touch of class, Hilda felt, and she was proud of it.

			“Very nice. What are your terms?” The woman kept her face composed. She gave nothing away.

			“Well, the advert mentioned the price, $150 a week, payable on Mondays, in advance. That includes fresh sheets and towels once a week and a cooked breakfast every morning. If you want to cook, you’ll have to clear it with me in case I have something on. I can give you a shelf in the fridge. Phew, sorry, I’m a little short of breath!” Hilda paused and panted. The woman’s face still told her nothing. “If you make a long-distance call, you must tell me so I can charge you when the bill comes in. You can use the phone for local calls, but not too many calls and nothing very long, mind, and nothing late at night. I have my own bathroom, so the one next door is for your use only.”

			“That will be quite satisfactory, I know no one here in Toronto,” answered the woman, her formality impressing Hilda even more. She looked into Hilda’s eyes and her intense gaze was somehow unbalancing, almost indecent. As if she’s looking right through me at someone else, Hilda thought, again uncomfortable. This woman seemed out of place. Obviously a lady, judging by her demeanor, and well-dressed. Those clothes weren’t cheap. What was she doing renting a room in a modest house like this? But Hilda needed the money, and she had no good reason to turn the woman away.

			“When would you like to move in?” Hilda asked.

			“Oh, right away,” she answered. “I don’t have much luggage, just one case.”

			“Lovely, let’s go downstairs and have a nice cup of tea,” Hilda suggested.

			“Thank you,” the stranger said as she turned on her heel and disappeared from the room, leaving Hilda to scuttle behind her rigid back as it descended the stairs.

			“I expect you can tell from my accent I was born and brought up in England,” Hilda said as she bustled around the kitchen. “What about you?”

			“I was born in New York, but my family traveled around a lot. I married a Canadian and ended up on a farm in Manitoba. My husband died a few months ago. We had no children.” The woman looked down at her clasped hands and seemed to be thinking. “I was never happy in Manitoba, and with our house being so isolated, I couldn’t make friends, so I decided to sell everything and try Toronto. I’ve been staying in a small hotel downtown. I’d rather be in a home.” Her arms closed around her waist, as if holding herself in.

			“Well, you’ve had a hard time of it, dear. What’s your name?”

			“Lily Porter. How do you do?”

			“Pleased to meet you, I’m sure. I’d be pleased to offer you the room, Mrs. Porter.”

			“Call me Lily, please. I’d like to move in tomorrow if that’s all right. Would noon suit you?” Lily pulled a wallet out of her bag. “Here’s the first week’s rent plus another $25 for the extra day since tomorrow’s Sunday.”

			“That suits me very well!” Hilda answered, relieved. She’d cook a nice steak dinner for her and Magaly next week.

			“Excellent. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” The woman rose before she had finished her tea and strode out. Hilda bustled after her as best she could, not knowing what to make of her new lodger (or “paying guest,” as she preferred to say).

			As soon as Lily left, Hilda called her friend Magaly, who lived across the street.

			“I’ve got a lodger!” she said, forgetting herself.

			“Already? You are a lucky one!”

			“Yes, she’s a lady, too. Born in New York, married a man from Manitoba, he died a few months ago, so she sold everything off and came to Toronto. What do you think of that? And she paid me the first week in advance! She’s moving in tomorrow at noon or thereabouts. Why don’t you come in for coffee around that time so you can meet her?”

			“I would not miss it for anything.”

			Magaly was always curious about anything new, as was Hilda. Their world was so small—bordered as it was by tight finances, arthritic old age, and narrowed intellect—that any distraction from daily tedium fostered endless debate and speculation. New situations aroused tense discomfort, automatic disapproval, shifty pondering, sometimes followed by grudging acceptance, and were, indeed, the only excitement they could expect.
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			Magaly arrived fifteen minutes before noon and arranged herself across her usual chair in Hilda’s kitchen. Hilda smiled at her friend with affection that had grown with a reassuring steadiness over the years—they had taken their time getting close to one another. Hilda didn’t believe in rushing into things, and she appreciated that Magaly had sensed that she would feel threatened by any hasty assumption of intimacy.

			Magaly was a stout Hungarian woman—a peasant, Hilda suspected. She and her husband Bela had escaped from their overrun homeland in 1956 and ended up in Toronto, where Bela had found work in a big restaurant. He was a clever fellow, and they had managed to open their own small lunch café where a loyal group of factory workers ate every day. Bela had always been a good cook and was creative in his preparation of filling and tasty dishes for reasonable prices, including some of his native fare. His acquisition of good cheap produce was also creative and his low overhead could not have been sustained if anyone had thought to ask the right questions. Stuffed cabbage owed its frequent appearance on the menu to Bela’s friendship with a produce wholesaler’s truck driver. Cabbages were cheap, but free (except for a few complimentary dinners) was better. Goulash made with veal rather than beef was produced with a flourish when his local butcher made a sale off the books—tax evasion being a matter of principle rather than meaningful savings. After a few years, he started to open the café for dinner, and it became a fashionable ethnic hangout for the young professional crowd.

			Bela and Magaly had bought their house cheaply because a lonely old woman had never done anything to maintain it from the time she moved in until the day she died in the back bedroom. She had remained in her bed unmissed and unmourned until the neighborhood could no longer ignore her as they had while she lived.

			They worked hard to restore the tall old wreck, Magaly scraping and painting as she reared their three children, and Bela hammering and sawing on his one day of rest. At the age of sixty-two, his children grown and gone, and his little café now a thriving restaurant, Bela’s heart had given up its nagging to be taken seriously and made a final and fatal protest. He left good insurance, a paid-up, handsome house, and some savings, for which Magaly was grateful. She lived frugally and rarely dipped into her savings, in spite of her middle son’s pleas for startup money for his various entrepreneurial schemes. Mikey had never got on in the world, for which he blamed his mother for her lack of vision in refusing to back him. She knew her son a lot better than he knew himself. He was not a businessman and never would be. He was too undisciplined to work successfully for anyone else, and too lazy to stick to anything. (Nothing like his father, reflected Hilda, rather more like a good-looking lodger they’d had once in the lean early years.) He was a nice boy, but of weak character and Magaly knew she loved him much more than he loved her.

			Hilda had learned all this about Magaly in small doses of confidences ingested with almost daily cups of coffee over the course of thirty years. She had shown some of herself, too, but not everything, as she considered that Magaly, while a close friend, was not from a sufficiently refined background to appreciate the subtleties of Hilda’s true character.

			“Well, Hilda, where is this lady? It has gone noon fifteen minutes back. Late already, not a good sign, I think,” said Magaly with a triumphant premonition of doomed enterprise.

			“Oh, she’s too much of a lady to let me down,” Hilda said, rising to the bait as always with tight lips and tighter voice.

			The bell rang, and Hilda went to answer the door as fast as infirmities and dignity would allow.

			“So sorry to be late,” Lily said. “I couldn’t get a taxi for ages.”

			“That’s quite all right Mrs. Porter,” Hilda said. “I hadn’t even noticed the time. Come into the kitchen for a moment and meet my friend from across the street, Magaly.”

			“Welcome, welcome, Mrs. Porter. I know you will be happy here in Hilda’s lovely home. I come for coffee nearly every day and I shall like getting to know you.”

			“Please, call me Lily, both of you. I’m sure we shall get along very well. Do you mind if I go upstairs and freshen up?”

			“Yes, of course. Why don’t you take your things up to your room now? I’ve laid out your towels. When you’re ready, come down to the kitchen and have a cuppa with me and Magaly. And you may call me Hilda.”
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			Lily unpacked her things—not many clothes, a small vase, some romance paperbacks, a composition book, and a packet of pencils—and put them away in the chest of drawers and armoire. She used to need a large walk-in closet for her clothes and another in the spare room for out-of-season outfits, and here she was, not even filling the small storage space in her new haven. She should consider this meager ownership another kind of freedom, although she’d like some new clothes. It was still warm in early September, but she’d soon need some warm winter separates and an overcoat, too—she’d discarded her last one. It had been bright red with black trim and bold, brassy buttons, good quality, and an irresistible price in that upscale Syracuse thrift shop. She’d looked good in it, but was the sort of coat that made people notice her. A stupid mistake, and she couldn’t afford any more of those. She set out her toiletries on a shelf in the bathroom, then tiptoed down the stairs. She paused for a moment halfway down to listen to the conversation in the kitchen.

			“Well, Hilda, you have found a nice one, I think. She seems sad. She has not had a good life, I think.”

			“You may be right, Magaly, but we’ll see if we can bring her out a little. And don’t forget she is recently widowed, so I’m sure she is still grieving. Perhaps she’ll be happy here,” Hilda said.

			“Yes, well, do not go getting fussy with her. It annoys people, gets on their nerves, you know. Just go easy on the little things.”

			“I don’t know what you mean, I’m sure!”

			Lily smiled and continued her approach with a heavy tread to diffuse Hilda’s indignation. She sat between them and thanked Hilda for the cup of tea she put in front of her.

			“Milk, dear? It’s not only us English, a lot of Canadians take it that way, too.”

			Magaly snorted and Lily said she loved tea with milk. She had never had it that way—even though her parents had been English, they drank only instant coffee on those rare occasions they drank anything nonalcoholic—but decided it tasted good, especially with the strong brew Hilda had made.

			“Well, Lily, what will you do with yourself in the big city?” Hilda asked.

			“I want to see as much as I can of the city, first of all. And I’m trying to write a romance novel. I don’t suppose I’m very good at it, but I do enjoy my scribbling. Maybe I’ll take a writing class later on. I might even look for a part-time job in a few months. Doing what, I don’t know, but I’ll see how things go.”

			“Well, just you be careful after dark. There’s a killer loose, you know,” Hilda whispered with some melodrama.

			“Oh, do not be so silly, Hilda. He goes after little girls, not grown women, the filthy swine. I would give him something to think about if I got my hands on him, I can tell you!” Magaly said, her voice rising in volume and pitch and her clenched fist slamming on the table, making them jump.

			“Why Magaly, I’ve never heard you talk like that before. Whatever’s the matter?”

			Hilda clearly disapproved of unseemly displays of passion. She seemed to have compressed herself into a smaller space; even her face had pinched tight. Lily sensed she was probably uncomfortable with any strong feelings, even her own.

			“I think Magaly feels strongly about men who prey on children, and quite right, too. Perhaps she has known someone who has suffered, as I have.” It came out stronger than Lily had intended. “They cause pain and suffering to the living as well as the dead. They should be shown no mercy.”

			The two old women looked at her, Magaly with appreciation and Hilda with uneasiness.

			“Well, perhaps we should talk about something more cheerful,” Lily said brightly. She hadn’t meant to give so much of herself away so soon. And a fine one she was to talk about retribution, although she’d never gone after children. Except the first kill, and that was for a special reason. An act of mercy.

			“I tell you what, I noticed a nice little Italian restaurant just at the end of the road. Why don’t you let me invite you both to dinner?”

			“Oh, we couldn’t possibly…” Hilda started to protest, only to be interrupted by Magaly who said, “You are very kind, that would be most wonderful.”

			“Is six-thirty convenient for you both? I’d like to lie down with a book for a couple of hours first, if that’s all right,” Lily said.

			She smiled at them, pleased to see their excitement. She supposed they didn’t get out much.
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			Their slow procession wended its way down the avenue that evening. The table was one of those with padded booth seats, and Lily suggested that she sit on the inside, and they could take the two outside seats. She knew it would take a Herculean effort to get them installed if they had to scoot all the way along the bench. It was hard enough for them to negotiate the inevitable meeting of table edges and hips and canes and other diners.

			The menu produced dilemmas galore for Hilda—expense, foreign words, and whether they could eat as much as three courses. The waiter assured them that they could take any leftovers home. Hilda confided in a whisper that she didn’t know if foreign food was good for her delicate digestion. Lily pointed out dishes that were not too rich and solved her embarrassment over expense by ordering the most costly veal entrée on the menu. Magaly didn’t seem concerned about anything except enjoying the moment.

			“I’m celebrating finding a new home,” Lily said. “So I’m splurging tonight and I want you to order whatever you fancy. Shall we have some wine?”

			An hour-and-a-half later, Hilda and Magaly were pink-cheeked and merry. At the end of the meal, they had to visit the ladies’ room, of course, and Lily helped them navigate the obstacles on their way. She wondered if they could manage the walk home, but it was too short a distance for a taxi. She waited outside their stalls, smiling as she registered the contrast of Magaly’s strong flowing stream, and Hilda’s more refined tinkle on the edge of the bowl. When she got them outside with minor difficulties—only one waiter’s shin bone assaulted by Hilda’s cane, and only one wine glass swept to the floor because Magaly was roughly the same width as the aisle—they seemed easier in their gait and moved at a reasonable speed. They chatted and giggled about the people who lived on their street and, Lily felt, they made most of it up as they went along.

			Magaly went straight over to her house and they waited to make sure she got inside safely with the doggie bag she clutched as if afraid she’d be mugged for it. When Hilda and Lily got home, Hilda said, “I’m going straight to bed, dear. I had such a lovely evening. Thanks ever so much, I can’t think when I’ve had a nicer time.”

			“Goodnight, Hilda, so glad you enjoyed it, I did too. I’ll just put your doggie bag in the fridge and then I’ll come up. Would you like me to lock up?”

			“Oh, would you? The key goes back on the table, and do top and bottom bolts, mind.”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll see to it. Goodnight.”

			Lily got into bed and picked up her Toronto guidebook. Where would she start? Maybe visit the CN Tower tomorrow, have lunch there, and then take the boat ride around the harbor. Then she’d spend the evening working on her book. She turned out the light and thought over the day. How comfortable she had been with those old ladies. She’d acted lighthearted in the restaurant and was surprised to be so moved by their excitement and pleasure. She felt better than she had in a long time, less burdened by the past. Perhaps she could shake it all off. Eventually.

			She hoped her children were all right. Lucy and Justin would get over the thunderbolt that had struck their family, but she wasn’t sure about Andrew. She must learn how to use the internet properly. Maybe she could find out about them that way. She’d heard you could find anything out about anyone on the internet.

			She drifted off to sleep and dreamed of the children in their younger, happier days, laughing and playing on the beach. All of a sudden she realized they were walking into the ocean and not even trying to swim, just striding deeper and deeper. She chased after them, trying to call out, but unable to utter a sound. They never turned back, just kept on going until the water closed over their heads. Someone held her arms and pulled her back. She couldn’t see his face, but knew it was their dead father, Victor. “Let them go,” he said, gently.

			Lily seemed tired and quiet at breakfast. Hilda tried to draw her out, but she answered with an icy politeness.

			“Lily, I’d like to cook for you and Magaly one day next week. I had such a lovely time last night, I won’t forget it for a long time. What day would be best for you, dear?”

			“That’s very kind. You pick the day. I’m free anytime.”

			Hilda carried on with a few remarks about the weather before giving up. Lily got up on the wrong side of her bed this morning, she huffed to herself. Headache from the wine, perhaps. She looked at Lily over her teacup. Her face looked, well, closed. It had been so open and friendly yesterday. This was a woman with problems.

			Magaly hadn’t visited the day after their dinner outing as she had spent the day at her daughter’s house. Hilda decided to go over there for a change, although Magaly walked more easily than she did. They sat with their coffee in a breakfast nook in the kitchen that overlooked the garden. Magaly paid a gardener to come in once a week, but the flower display wasn’t what it used to be. But then nothing was. The man just mowed the lawn and did a bit of weeding. He didn’t have time to plant the annuals that used to be Magaly’s pride and joy, and she could no longer stoop or kneel. There was a bird feeder that Magaly was still able to keep stocked, and Hilda loved watching the birds come and go. She had asked her son to get her one several times, but he always forgot. He had a lot on his mind, of course.

			“Well, Hilda, how does it go with Lily?”

			“Fine. She was very standoffish yesterday morning, looked tired and upset. She was all right this morning, though.”

			“Maybe she had a bad night, bad dreams perhaps.”

			“I didn’t think of that. Why on earth should she have nightmares?”

			“You never know, Hilda, you never know. She has got a past, that one.”

			“Oh, do you think so? I hope she’ll work out.”

			“I think she will. I think she needs a place to call home. What did she do yesterday?”

			“She told me about it this morning. She didn’t come in until about seven, then went straight up to her room. She said she went to the CN Tower and had lunch in the cafeteria. She said she got a window table and liked looking down on planes taking off and landing from that little airport on the island down there. She said you can see the roofs of the other high-rises around. And there’s a glass floor that you can stand on and look all the way down. Fancy that!” Hilda shuddered and took another sip. “I’d find it quite frightening being up that high. She said that after that she went on a boat tour around the harbor, and then took a long walk. She had dinner at an Italian restaurant and she said it was nothing special, not like the one we had together. She felt it was really a place for tourists, and didn’t I think the neighborhood places were often better?”

			“Well, she has not wasted no time, has she? I suppose she spent the evening reading.”

			“She said she would write a little bit of her book before going to sleep.”

			“I wonder what it is about? Did she say?”

			“No, of course I asked, but she said it was too early to discuss it.”

			“And what will she do today?”

			“She said she thought the Royal Ontario Museum and the Art Gallery of Ontario. From what I’ve heard, you can spend all week in just one of those. Did you see the news this morning? A second one. Shocking business.”

			Magaly puffed out her lips. “Well, when they find him, I hope he will spend a long, miserable life in his prison cell and suffer a long, painful death at the end. Men who interfere with little girls are bad enough, but to kill them, too? Poor, poor, parents.” Her fists clenched again, like the other day.

			Magaly’s tone, so angry and full of sorrow, silenced Hilda. Could there be something in her past that wasn’t quite right? Someone in the family, perhaps? Hilda shook off the distasteful thought and went back to watching the birds. She didn’t like to talk about unpleasantness.

			The autumn colors looked better than ever this year, although that splendid blurring of every possible shade of red and orange would soon turn to drab brown, and sunny blue skies to gray. Like their lives, which had melted from daylight to dusk in what seemed like an instant. It was hard, growing old. Hilda tried not to think too often of lost time, lost opportunities. Loss.

		

	
		
			2

			It was early November now and Hilda watched the most stubborn of the oak leaves drift and dance to earth. Such a shocking change in Lily’s manner. How different from how she’d acted at their lovely Thanksgiving celebration only a few weeks ago. Their children had other plans, so Magaly and Hilda cooked a traditional dinner at Magaly’s house for Lily. Lily had brought a bottle of wine and they got quite silly—well, she and Magaly had, as Lily was far too reserved to get silly. Hilda usually acted much more dignified, but in front of Magaly she could let her hair down, couldn’t she? And in front of Lily, too.

			When their children came, there was always some kind of tension—the dinner wasn’t quite right, Hilda should sell the house and move, Magaly should invest in a burglar alarm company her son wanted to start—always something. This year, they’d just had a nice time together. Strange that Lily had been surprised by the date. She’d seemed to think that Thanksgiving was in November, like in America. Maybe they hadn’t ever celebrated up there in Manitoba. And Lily had been in a really good mood, not like last night.

			Magaly knocked and came through the back door into the kitchen.

			“Good morning, Hilda. How are you this morning?”

			“Oh, well enough, well enough.”

			“I just saw Lily leave. Where’s she going today?”

			“I don’t know, didn’t ask. I think I’d better watch my step with that one.”

			“What is the matter? What has happened?”

			“Well, you know how she said she preferred to clean her own room and make her own bed? When she was out yesterday, I left her clean sheets on her bed as usual. But she didn’t come back for hours, so at seven o’clock I decided to make up her bed, do her a favor so she’d be able to just go to bed if she came in late. I didn’t hear her come in, and she gave me quite a start when she slammed the bedroom door like that.” Hilda’s voice almost sobbed, so she took a deep breath to steady herself. “Her face got all twisted and white. She looked like a madwoman! And her eyes! I was scared, I can tell you. She said, ‘I thought I told you I would see to my own room! I don’t like people in my things!’ I was so shocked, I just said, ‘I was only trying to help.’ I left the room and came downstairs to make a cup of tea. Gave me quite a turn. What a betrayal after I’ve been so nice and when I was only trying to do her a kindness.”

			“Oh, Hilda, what a strange thing for that nice woman to do! I wonder if there is something in her room that should not be. Have you seen her since?”

			“Yes, half an hour or so later, she came down to the kitchen and apologized. She said she understood completely how I’d only wanted to do something nice for her and admitted she had behaved very badly.” Hilda frowned and looked at Magaly, still bewildered. “She told me some story about a landlady she used to have who always went through her things and read a murder mystery she was trying to write. She said her landlady thought the story was a journal that she’d written about herself and threatened to call the police. She said she threw the story away and moved to another apartment. But she just didn’t want any more misunderstandings. I told her I wouldn’t dream of snooping about in her things. Then she said she was sorry again for her outburst. It all sounds very farfetched to me, I must say.”

			“I do think that is a little strange,” said Magaly. “I wonder what is in her room that she does not want you to see.”

			“Well, nothing I could find, uh…” Hilda broke off, blushing.

			“Hilda, you are the sly one! When did you have a look? And what did you find?”

			“Last week. I knew she was going to a matinee at the harbor front and wouldn’t be back for hours. I didn’t find anything much. Part of her story, but nothing very spicy. No letters, no nothing. A small locked briefcase in the armoire
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