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  Leave Me By Dying




  “I lift my lamp beside the golden door.”


  


  —EMMA LAZARUS, THE NEW COLOSSUS




  Prologue




  Magistrate B. Sheldrake Tuppin, who knew more about the administration of justice than any man I’d ever met, once told me, “You can give up the practice of law, but you’ll be a lawyer until the day you die.”




  Which was, apparently, a view shared by the Fellowship of Barristers and Solicitors of Upper Canada. I studied the letter that had arrived by courier moments before. “You are invited,” it informed me, “to regularize your situation before the bar.”




  My eyes strayed from the letter, with its rich seal printed in deep blue ink, to the window. I could see my son Jeffrey. Despite leaning toward a tripod on which was perched some sort of surveying tool, he was not, by profession, a surveyor, nor was he about to go on a wilderness adventure, which the khaki safari suit, hiking boots and Tilley Endurables hat might lead one to believe. Beside him with her hands on her hips stood a young woman dressed totally in black, also wearing substantial boots. She leaned forward and planted a kiss on Jeffrey’s cheek. These two were my partners in the restoration of a 1960sera apartment building on the rim of a ravine in the valley of the Don River, which runs south through the city of Toronto and spills into Lake Ontario. Jeffrey was in charge of the outside. Tootie Beets was in charge of the inside, and I was in charge of Jeffrey and Tootie. An architect turned conservationist, a street girl turned building superintendent and a disgraced judge turned real estate investor. We were an unlikely but highly workable confederation of misfits. I returned my gaze to the letter.




  “Payment to the Fellowship of outstanding arrears will qualify you for reentry training, which can culminate in readmission to the bar.”




  I tried to count the years since I’d been a practicing lawyer. A decade as a judge in the criminal courts. The better part of an additional decade living as a vagrant in the same ravine Jeffrey now surveyed, followed by a slow recovery that finally saw me physically and financially restored. My life in the law had followed a bumpy and circuitous path, a rise to greatness and a fall from grace. In general it could be said that the law had served me no better than I had served the law.




  So why would I want to be a lawyer again?




  Why had I wanted to become one in the first place, nearly forty years earlier . . . ?




  Chapter 1




  My brother Michele’s gaze was riveted to the TV screen as the camera scanned the rows of senators and congressmen, then settled on the lined face of President Lyndon B. Johnson. “I am taking the step of addressing this unusual evening joint session of Congress in order to urge immediate passage of legislation to remove all illegal barriers to the voting rights of Negro Americans.”




  “Selma,” Michele muttered under his breath. “Remind the people about Selma.”




  “I’m missing my program,” our mother complained. “I waited all day and now you’ve got this on. Turn the channel.”




  “This is on every channel,” Michele said, not taking his eyes from the screen. “And so it should be. The whole world is watching Selma.”




  “The whole world would rather be watching I’ve Got a Secret,” my mother retorted. I tried to ignore the TV and the argument, too. I didn’t have time for panel shows or addresses to Congress, either. In the kitchen, I grabbed a glass of milk, gulped it down and headed for the back door. “Angelo!” My mother was beside me before I could step out into the cold, wet March night in 1965. “You eat. You gotta eat before you go someplace.” She shoved a plate of breaded cod toward me. She was capable of producing such food out of the air. I shook my head, smiled, brushed past her and out onto Clinton Street. Fat flakes of snow danced in the light from windows behind which other immigrant families played out their own mundane dramas. The snow hit the sidewalk as rain and I hit the college streetcar and rode it to Yonge Street, transferring to the subway. I exited at Queen and walked through the slick streets until I got to Lombard and the Toronto city morgue.




  I had no idea why I’d been summoned here and felt considerable irritation at having my studies interrupted. Nevertheless, I checked my watch and hastened my steps, running past Maxie’s Smoke Shop, Ideal Printing, Nu-Style Chesterfield. In the mist, the Gothic hulk of Fire Station Number Five rose in silhouette against the dull city lights, but the nearby building that housed the morgue was low, solid and perfectly rectangular, like a large burial casket. At the top of the stone steps that led to the thick wooden door, Gleason Everett Adams was pacing. His expensive fedora sat low on his handsome brow and his beige trench coat cinched his trim waist. I pulled my own shabby coat a little tighter around my ample body and negotiated the stairs.




  Seeing me, Gleason stopped pacing and jerked his gold wristwatch up toward the light over the door.




  “Sorry I’m late, Gleason.”




  He frowned, nodded. He glanced in the direction of a nearby street lamp, beneath which sat his new Jaguar, its wet, dark green finish as sleek as the rainy street. “If you have to take the subway,” he said, “you have to take the subway. I got us an appointment for seven-thirty and it’s now seven forty-five, but then, we’re not as late as most of the people in here, are we?”




  The grim joke had an awkwardness totally out of keeping with Gleason’s usual glib repartee. I was about to ask him what was wrong when the door opened and a uniformed man, a guard of some sort, cigarette dangling from his mouth, stepped out, closing the door behind him. Despite our appointment, the guard seemed startled to see us. I shot Gleason a look, and he took the cue. “I have an appointment to see Chief Coroner Rosen at seven-thirty. We’re from the Law Faculty at the University—law students—and we . . .”




  The guard seemed flustered by Gleason’s little speech. He took a series of sharp, rapid drags on his cigarette, tossed it down and ground it out with his shoe. He fumbled with a ring of keys as if determined to select the one most capable of keeping us out of the squat building. Without a word, he opened the door just enough to slip back in and pulled it behind him. We could hear him shoot the bolt.




  Under ordinary circumstances, Gleason would have had plenty to say about this strange treatment, but at the exact moment the guard disappeared, a silent procession of three cars turned off Lombard Street and entered the wide metal gates on the west side of the morgue. One car was a yellow police cruiser, one was a long black limousine. The last car bore the insignia of the chief coroner’s office.




  Gleason flew down the steps and I followed. But by the time we reached the gates, the last of the three vehicles was disappearing into the darkness behind the morgue. Gleason rattled the high iron gate, but it had locked automatically. “Oh, forget it,” he said to no one in particular.




  “That didn’t get us anywhere,” I commented.




  Gleason dropped his hands to his sides and turned to face me. “Thank you for that information, Ellis Portal,” he said, sarcastically using my legal name. When away from my Italian neighborhood, I also got away from my Italian name, which was the same as my father’s, Angelo Portalese. “Point out the obvious. Bill by the hour. You’ve got the makings of a fine solicitor.”




  “Shut up,” I said defensively, but he ignored me, turned and gave the gate a final, futile shake. I followed as he stomped back up the stone stairs and raised his fist at the bolted door. If it had been his intention to knock, this proved unnecessary. Before he touched it, the door sprang open, the guard stepped out, and we were unceremoniously shown in.




  “The chief says he don’t want nobody on the steps,” the guard explained.




  I wondered how people were supposed to keep an appointment if they had to avoid being “on the steps,” but I didn’t ask. “Why are we here, Gleason?” I whispered, instead. If he heard me, he didn’t show it. Silently we were led to a rather grand staircase carpeted in red that curved toward an upper floor. Immediately beneath the staircase and to our right was a door opened just wide enough to show a small anteroom with the same stiff formality as the “lounge” in a funeral parlor. I realized with discomfort that this was where the bereaved waited to identify the dead bodies of relatives and friends.




  The mystery was beginning to make me nervous. Gleason fancied himself a trickster and was fond of practical jokes, but his demeanor was so uncharacteristically edgy, angry even, that I was afraid to demand an explanation for our being treated simultaneously as outcasts and guests in the home of the dead. As the guard rushed us up the stairs, I thought I heard a hushed word and observed a slight shift in the quality of the little anteroom’s light, as though some unseen occupant who had been seated had suddenly stood up, changing the arrangement of shadows.




  Gleason, as usual, was too impatient to look behind or to the side. His eyes were trained on the figure who awaited us on the second-floor landing, a tall, lean man in a white coat of the sort worn by doctors and lab technicians.




  “This way,” the man said to us with a nod. “I’m Dr. Slater, the night pathologist.” He appeared to dismiss the guard, who passed us and made his way down the second-floor hallway, pausing, it seemed to me, to sneer at us before he disappeared. We followed the white coat and ended up outside another wooden door, this one bearing a brass plaque that read, “Levi M. Rosen, Chief Coroner.” The name alone was enough to make me quail. Rosen was a controversial figure, an inquisitive, outspoken man whose disregard for the staid traditions of his office had wreaked havoc among his conservative colleagues.




  I suppose Gleason assumed we’d be announced, since he’d said that we were expected. Instead, we were instructed to remain outside the closed door while Dr. Slater went into Dr. Rosen’s office.




  It wasn’t hard to hear the rhythm of two voices coming from behind the door, though only a few words were comprehensible. Clearly, the easily inflamed Rosen was irritated. Clearly, the night pathologist was calming and conciliatory. The conversation paused for a moment. With jittery impatience, Gleason leaned closer to the door and put his ear to the wood. Reluctant at first, I eventually did the same. I distinctly heard five words. “As long as it’s B.” I had no idea what this meant and no opportunity to listen further. The door unexpectedly burst open, nearly knocking us off our feet. We sprang back and tried to act nonchalant.




  The pathologist didn’t seem to notice anything unusual in our behavior. He asked us to follow him and once again we did. We descended the carpeted stair and I hesitated a moment on the last step. From this angle I could see a raincoat folded on a red-upholstered chair in the formal parlor, but I saw no one, heard no voices. At the bottom of the stairs, we turned sharply right and paused before yet another wooden door guarded by our friend with the massive key ring. He selected a key, unlocked the door and led us into the netherworld.




  There was no rich carpet here. Directly in front of us a floor-to-ceiling wire-mesh gate about twenty feet high separated us from a long, narrow hallway lit at intervals by dim bulbs in wire protectors. Absurdly I wondered whether the dead were so rambunctious that they threatened the light fixtures.




  Our steps echoed on worn linoleum. Somewhere in the distance, something slammed. Metal on metal, a door or a drawer. A low constant hum like that of a refrigerator permeated the quiet.




  Off the dim central hall to the right, the gray expanse of wall with its enamel sheen was broken by a single wide door, which was open. When we passed it and I glanced in, I saw row upon row of shiny metal doors each about two feet square, the width, I suddenly realized, of the shoulders of a man. A rush of cold air escaped the room. The air smelled like raw meat, metallic and gamey.




  On the other side of the hall, to our left, were three more wide doors, all closed. I could see painted on them, in large black letters, A, B and C. Beyond the doors, at the end of the hall and facing us as we walked, loomed a final door, this one of corrugated metal on pulleys. I understood immediately that beyond this door lay the loading dock where corpses were brought in day and night.




  In front of this door stood two men. It was hard to see them clearly, but they seemed to be studying our approach. One had the characteristic slouch of a teenager who has suddenly attained unaccustomed height. He was wearing the same uniform as the key-bearing guard, though the jacket was too wide in the shoulders and the trousers too short. The other man wore a suit. When Gleason saw this man, he seemed to start, taking a step forward as if to greet him. But the pathologist put out his hand and stopped my friend from moving. The two figures at the end of the hall shifted, disappeared into the shadows.




  Of course, I expected our guide to show us into room B, but that is not what happened. He walked past B and pushed open the door marked C. Gleason was walking slightly ahead of me and I could see him open his mouth as if to comment on the error, but the words stuck in his throat as he stopped in the doorway, silently gaping at the sight before us. I gave him a little push to get him to cross the threshold.




  It was a large room, maybe forty feet long and twenty feet wide, brightly lit and, at first glance, a repository of brilliant white: a white tile floor with drains, like a shower. White walls along which ranged long rows of glass-fronted white cabinets. White enamel tables. White racks lining one wall. And all along the sides of the room, empty gurneys covered in white sheets.




  Because of all this whiteness, the red sweater on the cadaver in the middle of the room was like a splash of blood on snow.




  With the emotionless precision of a man who is used to such things, the pathologist strode to the examination table and stood beside the corpse. Stumbling a little, Gleason followed and again I followed him. I was so curious I had almost forgotten that I had no idea what I was doing here. As I moved closer, I observed an oval rack that circled above the table, the way a shower curtain rod circles an old-fashioned bathtub. From the rack were suspended stainless-steel gadgets gleaming in the bright white light of the room: pressure gauges, forceps, tongs, various sizes and shapes of scissors, a saw. Lengths of rubber hose led from the table to steel cylinders beneath. Beside one of the cylinders sat a tape recorder, the two large circular reels still but waiting. The first tool Slater grabbed from above was a microphone. He attached the mike to a clip on his lapel and I marveled that the mike could move with him as he circled the body on the table.




  Both Gleason and I stood several feet away from the table, but close enough to see that this had been no ordinary death. I knew enough about autopsies to realize that the pathologist would begin by describing the body. Even though I was looking directly at it, I felt curiosity about how the doctor would put this startling sight into words.




  His toneless voice held as little apparent emotion as that of the room’s low, persistent mechanical hum. “The subject,” he said as he moved slowly toward the top of the table, “has a bag that appears to be brown burlap over its head. This bag is tightly cinched at the deceased’s neck by means of a length of rope. One end of this rope is loosely grasped in the deceased’s left hand.” The pathologist paused, reached into the breast pocket of his lab coat and extracted a pair of tweezers with which he cautiously lifted the rope end, studied it, squeezed it gently, then replaced it. “The rope is a pliable, one-quarter-inch-diameter, gray-and-beige woven braid of the type used to decorate upholstered furniture.”




  Beneath the table, the reels of the tape recorder spun when the pathologist talked and stopped when he didn’t. I was captivated by this advanced technology, but I forced my eyes back to the cadaver. Gleason’s eyes never seemed to leave the body. He looked thoroughly shocked, his face pale, his eyes sunken. Shock was not an emotion I usually associated with him. His habitual demeanor was contemptuous and insouciant, as if he were convinced he knew more than everybody else but was indifferent to their ignorance.




  From somewhere I didn’t see, the pathologist procured a measuring tape and extended it from the top of the bag to the foot of the corpse. “The subject is a slender, tall female, seventy and two-thirds inches long,” he intoned.




  My eyes followed the line of the tape and back again. The clothes of the corpse were simple, but old and cheap. On her feet, she wore low-heeled pumps of scuffed black leather. One of her dark beige stockings sported a wide run that extended from the arch of her foot to the hem of her plain, gray-wool skirt. Beneath the rent in the stocking, the skin of her leg shone pale and hairless. Her blouse, with its Peter Pan collar and row of pearl buttons down the front, had seen enough washings to render it a slightly less than respectable shade of yellow. The light wool cardigan was pilled and unraveled at the edges of the sleeves. I wished that I could see her face, for her body filled me with a sense of the vulnerability of the living and the dead. I was curious from a human, as well as from a legal, perspective. A young woman so abruptly removed from life and we were not permitted to see her face.




  “The subject’s clothing is not in disarray,” the patholo-gist observed. “Her ears and fingers are devoid of jewelry. On her right wrist she wears a Timex watch.” He leaned closer to the table. “The crystal is cracked but intact. The hands are stopped at five minutes after twelve.”




  I had as yet no idea of the significance of anything I saw, but already I knew every minute detail had to be recorded, analyzed, reported. I’d been a law student since the middle of the previous September. How many hours had I spent in Criminal Law and Procedure listening to the professors’ tales of cases won or lost on the strength of a single small detail convincingly remembered?




  “A cursory examination of the clothed cadaver exhibits no bruising or discoloration of the skin—” The pathologist suddenly stopped as if he realized he’d made an error or had noticed something he’d failed to see before. He bent close to the neck of the body, his face near where the edge of the burlap met the discolored nylon of the dead woman’s blouse. For an eerie instant, it looked as though he were kissing the corpse. I stepped back. Gleason sucked in his breath. But Dr. Slater seemed to have forgotten that we were in the room. After a moment’s further observation, he stood upright and pulled a pair of rubber gloves out of a pouch suspended on the overhead rail. He tugged them on, then with his right hand, reached for the throat of the deceased. “Gentlemen,” he finally said, “observe . . .”




  Gleason and I moved closer. For the first time I noticed the dead body emitted a peculiar odor and I fought the urge to gag. I could detect a hint of the meat smell I’d earlier noticed in the room of drawers, each of which, I now realized, must hold a body. I could smell stale perspiration mixed with some sort of deodorant. I could smell Yard-ley’s English Lavender. And I could detect an indefinable musky scent that was vaguely familiar, though I had no idea why.




  I expected—feared—to see some unusual bruise or laceration, so I was disappointed to discover that all the pathologist wanted us to look at was a thin gold chain around the neck of the dead woman. With fingers made awkward by the thick yellow gloves, he reached for the chain, but it eluded his grasp. In the first show of emotion he’d allowed himself, he angrily yanked off the glove and grabbed the narrow thread of gold with his bare hand.




  But the chain did not yield to his tug. He paused, then fumbled with the tiny pearl buttons of the yellowed blouse and unfastened the top few. Gleason and I leaned farther forward. All of us were surprised to see that the chain was attached to a small cloth packet about one and one-half inches square and that this mysterious item was pinned to the strap of the slip the woman wore over her brassiere.




  Wordlessly, the pathologist located a pair of long-nose scissors on the overhead rack and snipped off the corner to free the little packet. Using his tweezers, he held it up. As we studied it, I expected him to set the tape reels spinning with his description of the object, but he said nothing, just laid the small bundle in a glass dish on a nearby white enamel table. Gleason’s eyes followed the movements of the pathologist’s hand. His interest was clearly evident. So was his disappointment that his curiosity as to its contents was not about to be immediately satisfied.




  Again donning the yellow rubber gloves, Slater announced, “I am now about to remove the clothing of the deceased.” He took the largest of the scissors that hung over his head and lifted the wool fabric of the gray skirt. He slipped the bottom blade between the deceased’s legs. I suppressed a gasp at this violation. I had never seen clothing cut away from a body, and the process seemed an obscene invasion of the privacy of the dead.




  But just as steel touched cloth, the phone rang. The brash sound of it echoing in the white room seemed to startle the pathologist. He jumped and the scissors flew out of his hand and landed with a sharp crack on the tile at Gleason’s feet. Gleason realized how close he’d come to being stabbed and he laughed. Nothing delighted Gleason more than an opportunity to cheat fate.




  The phone sat on a counter near the door, and its black bulk stood in contrast to both the white surface it rested on and the yellow-gloved hand that held the receiver. It disgusted me that the pathologist would be so careless as to touch the corpse with a bare hand, then touch the telephone with a gloved hand, but I said nothing lest Gleason call me an “old lady,” his favorite insult for me among the many in his considerable collection.




  After a short, hushed conversation, the pathologist hung up and signaled to us to approach the door. “Gentlemen,” he said, “I’ve been asked to attend upstairs. I can’t leave you alone with the deceased, but I’ll return shortly to proceed with the autopsy. My instructions are to ask you to wait outside the building until I return.”




  “Yeah, great,” Gleason said. “I can use the air.”




  The pathologist ushered us back out into the hallway, locked the door of the lab, then gave the door handle a strong shake to ensure that it was secure. We followed his white back down the dimly lit hall until we passed through the wire-mesh gate and the wooden door in front of it.




  “What’s this all about, Gleason? What are you up to?” I was genuinely curious.




  “Nothing good, old lady, what else? Let’s get out of here. I need a cig.”




  We stepped out into the night. It seemed to have become warmer in the short time since I’d left the house on Clinton Street. There was no possibility of snow now. The street lamps on Lombard created hazy circles of light in the mist-filled air. Across the shiny black pavement, the red neon sign announcing “Auto-Rite Collision—auto-body repairs” flashed on and off. Next door to it, the Liquor Control Board of Ontario liquor store was closed up tight, though the cheerful sound of slightly inebriated voices was faintly audible from the door of the Scottish Club, conveniently located in the same building.




  Gleason pulled out a slim silver case and lit up. He lounged against the morgue’s stone door frame and let the smoke from his cigarette mingle with the mist. “Somebody sure did a job on that one,” he remarked. I waited for the irreverent comment that I was sure would follow, but my friend was strangely reticent. Perhaps the sight of the body had shaken him. Not something I would have expected, given that he was always unflappable. “But I suppose even a case like this one wouldn’t be good enough for you,” he finally added.




  I didn’t take the bait. I was sick of arguing with him about the law school projects we had regrettably been thrust into. Both of us had four-year pre-law degrees, which, though prestigious, had put us behind the two-year students now taking the same first-year law classes. Because of this, Gleason and I had been offered the opportunity to accelerate by participating in a special summer program. We could work independently or as a two-man team, but to qualify, we needed a strong proposal. And our time was extremely limited. The more senior students had already secured their assignments. Competition for the few remaining slots was stiff.




  I didn’t want to work with Gleason. I assumed he would use the contacts of his influential father to find him an assignment in banking or real estate law. I, on the other hand, was far more interested in my own project: to get Magistrate Sheldrake Tuppin to take me on as his judicial intern. Everyone, including my academic mentor, Professor Kavin, told me I was crazy. It was unprecedented for a first-year student to serve as anyone’s intern, let alone Tuppin’s, who always refused to take on an intern. Nevertheless, I was convinced that I could change the magistrate’s mind. I’d been scouring the law library, the archives, even the daily papers for a case unusual enough to get Tuppin interested in me. Gleason’s escapade was interrupting me in this task. An uncomfortable thought hit me. Was this gruesome cadaver part of his project? Was this visit to the morgue Gleason’s way of roping me into helping him?




  I pushed that thought aside for the moment. “What could have happened to the woman?” I asked. “She didn’t have a mark on her. Do you suppose somebody ambushed her and tossed that bag over her head before she could even turn around?”




  Gleason shrugged. “Speculation is a poor substitute for knowledge, Portal,” he retorted in one of those law school clichés that hook themselves into a lawyer’s language and remain there for the duration. “Who knows what happened? Who needs to ask? When Dr. Death comes back downstairs, he’ll figure it all out, talk it into that machine of his and give us all we need for our project. You can write it down and hand it in.”




  “Maybe you work that way, Adams. I don’t.” Here was Gleason patronizing me as usual and making me get angry, which was exactly what he intended. We’d known each other for a long time, long enough for him to realize that if he baited me until I lost my temper, he could then manipulate me through my guilt over having relinquished control of myself.




  “Everything’s simple,” he said, studying the glowing red end of his cigarette, “as long as you can get someone else to do it for you.”




  I wanted to punch him. Instead, I left him silently smoking and took a short stroll down the street. The grimness of the evening seemed appropriate to the fate of the dead. Even the stolid, civically responsible Victorian mass of the firehouse seemed to be mourning. It took me a few minutes to walk there and turn back. When I returned to the morgue, Gleason was lighting up a second cigarette. “Do you think he forgot that we’re out here?” I asked.




  “Let’s find out,” Gleason replied. He turned the handle of the main door. It sprang open without resistance. I expected a guard to jump out to stop us, but there was no one on the other side of the door. Even the wire-mesh gate was unlocked and unattended. I walked close behind Gleason as he made his way down the corridor, the smoke from his cigarette masking all other smells.




  Almost at once we could see that the door to laboratory C was ajar, because a narrow band of light spilled out into the hall and faintly illumined the closed door to the room opposite where the dead lay in their tidy rows of drawers.




  Gleason tossed down his cigarette and ground it out on the linoleum floor. Then he gave the lab door a strong push. It flew open and the bright white light assaulted my dark-adapted eyes. I heard Gleason utter, “Damn it to hell.” When my vision adjusted itself, I saw why.




  The room was empty. The corpse was gone. The examination table with its complex rigging had disappeared. There were no hoses, no cylinders, no reel-to-reel voice-activated tape recorder. The small enamel table had vanished, along with the glass dish that had been atop it. The floor was as clean as if someone had washed all contaminants down the drain in the middle of the room.




  That look of shock passed across Gleason’s face again, but his fair, handsome features immediately hardened. “Oh, well,” he said, “there goes our little homicide project, or so it seems.”




  I didn’t answer. I just wanted to get out of there. I didn’t wait for Gleason. I left the lab almost at a run.




  He didn’t catch up to me until I was on the sidewalk not far from where he had parked the Jag. “Slow down, old lady, slow down.” He leapt ahead of me and stood in my way. “Take it easy. The bogeyman isn’t going to get you. Don’t be so concerned about what happened here. It’s probably just a typical night at the morgue.”




  He didn’t believe his own words and I knew it. I pushed past him, heading for the subway. My fear had turned to rage, but I couldn’t say why. The image of the dead woman, her cheap clothes, her torn stocking, her sad and untimely end flashed through my mind with a vividness that had the uncanny effect of making me wonder if this seemed so real because it was just a dream.




  Gleason caught up to me again. “Relax, Portal,” he said. “I know this isn’t the sort of case you want to deal with, but look at it from my point of view. Rosen’s high profile. We did get in tonight. That means strings were pulled. Somebody up there likes us.”




  I stopped and stared at him. I really didn’t want to hear about his fine family’s sterling connections. My family had connections of its own, so to speak. Gleason was smiling now as if nothing we’d seen could touch him for long. In that moment, I hated him for his arrogance and callousness. If he sensed my hatred, it didn’t bother him. His smile widened. “Come back to the car,” he said. “I’ll give you a ride home to Eye-talian town.”




  I gave up and got in. Before he started the car, Gleason studied me for a moment. “Who do you think that dead broad was, Portal?”




  “Some unfortunate, Adams. Someone unused to privilege. Someone with no rich relatives. Someone, I suspect, whose death is being used by Rosen in some political way. What else would explain what happened tonight?”




  “Obviously it’s a murder case. Our murder case.” “What?” I said, feeling my anger rise again.




  “Murder explains it all. Homicide. And we’ve got a clue.”




  “For heaven’s sake, Gleason, grow up! This isn’t Perry Mason.”




  “Look!”




  Reluctantly, I watched as he opened his hand.




  In the light from the street lamp outside the car, I could see the little cloth packet from the dead woman’s chain in his palm.




  Chapter 2




  “I didn’t steal it. I borrowed it for us to look at while we were waiting.”




  “Even that’s tampering with evidence,” I said. “How could you? Do you know what will happen to us if it becomes known that we stole evidence in a homicide investigation? We’ll get thrown out of school!”




  “Good,” Gleason said with a maddening smile. “I don’t dig it anymore. I’ve never been more bored in my whole life.”




  “Well,” I replied with indignation, “I’d appreciate it if in your quest to alleviate your boredom, you would count me out. I don’t want to have anything to do with stealing evidence.”




  “I meant to return it when we got back into the lab. How did I know the body was going to disappear like that?”




  I turned to look at him. Profiled against the lights of the city night, his perfect face with the aristocratic high cheekbones was almost stern, his jaw clenched. “Gleason,” I said, “I want you to tell me what we were doing in there. I want you to explain why Rosen let us see that body, then whisked it away. That’s the only thing that could have happened. He’s the only one with the authority to stop an autopsy that was already in progress.”




  “It’s not an autopsy until skin has been cut,” Gleason answered.




  “That’s a meaningless technicality and you know it.”




  He steered the Jag around a sharp corner. The tires slid sideways slightly on the wet pavement and I flinched. Of course Gleason saw the gesture out of the corner of his eye. Of course he laughed. “What’s the matter, old lady? Don’t you have the stomach for using a homicide as your law project?”




  “Look, Gleason, I’ve got my own project. And I can’t waste any more time. Besides, there’s no way I want to deal with tainted evidence. I—”




  “This would be a great project,” he interrupted, some of his earlier intensity returning. “I don’t want to waste time, either.”




  “This is criminal law, Gleason,” I answered. “Dirty stuff. The bottom of the heap. Can you imagine what it would be like day after day working on messes like this? Women like her are not your kind of people.”




  “Don’t you patronize me,” Gleason retorted. I was amazed at his vehemence. “Just because you look at being a lawyer as a method of clawing your way out of the ghetto doesn’t mean I have to worry about such ambition. I can be any kind of lawyer I damn well please. And I don’t need you or anybody else to tell me what law project I will or will not take on.”




  “Fine, Gleason, fine,” I said with annoyance. “But that’s just my point.”




  When we reached Clinton Street, he braked so viciously in front of my house that I lurched forward and nearly smashed my head into the windshield. Such behavior saved me from feeling obliged to invite him in. Which I really didn’t want to do, anyway. “I’ll see you in class tomorrow, Gleason, by which time I’m sure you will have figured out how to return what you took. Otherwise, you’re going to end up being disbarred before you’re even admitted.”




  “Don’t worry so much!” he called after me as I slammed the door of the Jag and headed up the driveway to our kitchen door.




  My mother grew up in an Italian village with fewer homes than on our side of Clinton Street. She never saw a toilet, a banana or an object made of plastic until she was a teenager. But in the two and a half decades she’d lived in Canada, she’d become the match of any Canadian woman on the block. Like them, she had a television-watching regime as strict as the first-year law curriculum. No doubt her routine had been disrupted by the appearance of the American president, but she was now back on schedule, watching I Love Lucy. She got up to give me the supper she’d saved and to tell me the good news she’d received while I was out.




  “Wash your hands, Angelo, then sit down and say grace.”




  I did what she commanded while she bustled around the small kitchen, talking nonstop as she opened the oven and took out the various dishes she’d set aside for me. We always ate far too much during Lent because to my mother, fasting meant that meals could be mammoth as long as they contained no meat.




  She put before me a thick slice of homemade pizza crusty with browned mozzarella, parmesan and romano cheeses, from beneath which oozed bright, spicy tomatoes she’d canned herself. “I’m going to be the Blessed Virgin Mary in the Passion play at Mount Carmel. Me! Imagine that, Angelo! They don’t pick Bruzzese, but they did this year!” Despite her modern ways, like most Italians my mother was hypersensitive to imagined slights about the region of Italy she’d left behind. “I get to wear a costume and . . .”




  Despite my best intentions, I found I wasn’t listening to her excited chatter. I kept thinking about the morgue. Why had Gleason been so nervous? Surely not because he was concerned about his law project. He didn’t care about minor infractions, perhaps because he knew his father would bail him out of any real difficulties he got into—even failing at school. Still, it must have taken a lot of trouble to get an appointment after hours. And what had overruled the protests of the reluctant guard, who clearly had wanted us out? A person who enjoys a mystery would have welcomed the challenge of solving tonight’s puzzle, but I couldn’t allow myself to be distracted. I was studying to become a lawyer, not a police officer or a coroner.




  I had no illusions about my disadvantages—or my advantages, either. Since the age of ten I had never been other than the top student in my class. But except for my uncle Salvatore, I had no relatives rich enough to fund a chair at the university, as Gleason had. From the first moment I’d sat in Sheldrake Tuppin’s courtroom in the opening weeks of law school, I’d made up my mind that I would be his intern, that I would learn to balance just as he did the requirements of the law with the needs of ordinary people. But I understood from the start that Tuppin was no grassroots demagogue. He wore hand-tailored suits. He ate lunch every day either at the Windsor Club or in the Barristers’ Dining Room. He was a wily, wise, sophisticated man whose family was as blue-blooded as Gleason’s. There had been, I was sure, many times long ago when Tuppin’s father, like Gleason’s, had the connections—or the gift—that would ease his son’s way. Gleason could afford to drop into the morgue a month before an assignment was due and decide on the spot that it might be cool to do homicide for a project. I did not have that luxury. I did have, it bothered me to realize, more curiosity about the pathetic victim than was comfortable. I could still see her in my mind’s eye. I thought about the pathologist’s hand poised over the shabby skirt. He had hesitated for a fraction of a second. As though he couldn’t bear to cut. Or, I suddenly thought, as though he were waiting for that phone to ring.




  “What’s a four-letter word for guitar?”




  I looked up from my supper, which now included a generous portion of the breaded fish I’d seen earlier, plus a heap of pasta in a creamy white-cheese sauce. My sixteen-year-old sister, Arletta, had joined me at the table. She held a torn-out piece of the Toronto Daily World up to her pert face. Before I could answer, she was joined by my brother, Michele, a first-year sociology student at the university. His hair, I noticed, was getting ridiculously long. Dark ringlets covered the top of his ears and brushed the collar of his shirt at the neck. “Folk,” he said to Arletta. “F-O-L-K.”




  Today, Arletta’s hair was piled in a cluster atop her head. She had the same dark curls as my brother, and me, too, if I’d not kept my hair meticulously cut. She calculated, wrinkled her nose, shook her head and said to Michele, “Can’t be.”




  “B-A-S-S,” I offered.




  Arletta stared at the crossword again. “Yeah,” she said. “Right on.”




  “What are you wasting your time for? I thought you hated crosswords,” Michele said.




  My mother laughed and put a dish of salad in front of me. Lettuce, plum tomatoes, black olives, artichoke hearts—all drizzled with olive oil and sprinkled with dried basil from her summer garden. “Arletta wants to see the Fab Four,” she said, giggling.
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