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Chapter 1

At Mechanises in the autumn of the year, Canadian judges in black silk robes, red woolen sashes and starched white-linen collar tabs gather like red-winged blackbirds to celebrate the Red Mass. I often observe red-winged blackbirds in their natural habitat and have never seen two males on the same branch. Ordinarily, you would not have caught me and Supreme Court Justice John Stoughton-Melville in the same room, either, even a room as large as the nave of St. Michael’s Cathedral. This day of the Red Mass, knowing I was in Stow’s presence made me conceal myself from his sight.

At sixty years old, I am a man living out my last chance. I don’t draw attention to myself. I don’t sit where people can see me unless I mean them to. I sat in the back of the cathedral among law students and the general public, where my eyes could scan the crowd who had come to celebrate the archaic practice of opening the courts with a church service.

Crimson vestments adorned the seven celebrants of the mass. Rank upon rank of judges, red-jacketed Mounties and even the cap of the cardinal added to the color of the occasion. Of all who were present, only the cardinal and the chief justice outranked Justice Stoughton-Melville. I saw Stow shift nervously in the pew, glance over one shoulder then the other, clearly a man ill at ease. Did he find it demeaning to be a third-ranking dignitary behind the cardinal and the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court? Or—harder to imagine—was he afraid of something? I was glad I was too far away for him to notice me.

“Supreme Court Chief Justice Amanda Welsh-Martine. Supreme Court Justice Puisne John Stoughton-Melville. Justice F. Robert McKenzie of the Ontario Superior Court of Justice ...”

As the archbishop honored the respected attendees by reading out their names, I strained my neck to get a better view of Stow’s escort. On either side of him stood an exceptionally tall young man in a scarlet tunic trimmed in gold. So he traveled with his own Mounties! How impressive. How like Stow to waste the taxpayers’ money instead of his own.

He fidgeted again, and I glanced quickly away, which would have been the reason I wasn’t looking when, just as the choirboys rose to sing the opening hymn, the huge cathedral echoed with a small sharp sound that had nothing to do with Gregorian chant.

Without actually seeing them move, I realized that the two Mounties flanking Stow had just made him their prisoner.

I’d been a judge myself the first time I’d felt the cold steel bands of the law around my own wrists. Still, I was shocked to see Stow arrested. I experienced that curious slowing of time that happens when some life-altering occurrence plays itself out before one’s eyes. I saw Stow’s shoulders stiffen. Even beneath the absurd red robe with its white fur-trimmed cape, the muscles of his back became visibly rigid. Years on the bench—and on the skids, too—had taught me the difference between a man who stands up straight when he faces defeat and one who slumps. Stow did not slump.

“Hosanna in the highest ...”

Who had planned this horrific display of punishment—and why and how? Fortunately, Stow was spared the disgrace of having to crawl past someone else on his way out of the pew. He and his guards were on the aisle.

But they were on the center aisle, and in order to remove their prisoner from the church, the police were going to have to march him, Supreme Court robes and all, right down the middle of the hundreds of dignitaries, only a few of whom seemed to be gaping at the tall man in red walking in step with the red-coated officers.

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”

I, too, sat on the aisle. Was there any reason for Stow to think I would be present at the Red Mass? I never would have come without prodding. Not even in the old days when I might have expected my own name to be called out. I preferred to stay away, even before bitterness, shame, regret and longing had attached itself to anything that had to do with me and the court. Vainly, I tried to hunker down behind the tall student in front of me. Even though Stow was the one being hauled off, I was the one who’d be embarrassed if he saw me.

“Hosanna in the highest.”

As Stow passed by the assembled judges, men and women possessed of professional—indeed legendary—calm, no head turned.

The same was not true of the heads of the lawyers, including mine. Lawyers were always welcome at the Red Mass—but as spectators. Unlike the judges, we welcomed the opportunity to gawk at our betters.

When I turned, Stow’s eye caught mine.

I winced and dropped my gaze.

But not before I saw, at the very back in the deep shadows at the rear of the church, a slender female figure who, as if by prearrangement, slipped out behind Stow and the Mounties and disappeared from my view into the bright sunlight outside the cathedral.

My instinct was to follow, too, but I fought the urge. Stow had been my friend once, but that had been a long time ago. If I owed him anything, the debt had been cancelled by time. And by distance, too. The distance between an outlaw and a potentate of the court.

“What in God’s name is going on?”

“Shut up, Nicky,” I whispered to the young man sitting beside me. “Pay attention to the service.”

Like most of the hundreds of other officers of the court present at the Red Mass, I turned my attention back to the officiating archbishop and pretended not to have seen what I so clearly had.

What could Stow have done to merit being taken into custody? Were it anyone else, I would automatically have assumed that criminal charges had been laid. To assume such a thing of a Supreme Court Justice, let alone a pillar of the community like Stow, was inconceivable. Had he, then, been arrested for his own protection? It is one of the duties of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police to protect important public figures. But not to handcuff them. Not to drag them off in full view of the public they are pledged to serve.

The rest of the Red Mass passed in a blur. I imagine there was the usual homily, the usual reminder to all present of the power and majesty of the court, of the supremacy of law, of the honor of service to one’s country and Queen. I heard not a word.

I’m speeding through the streets, stone sober despite the booze and the coke. It’s raining and I can barely see, but I feel like the Pope or the Queen—as if anybody who cared to could see me. What have I done? How have I let go so quickly and so thoroughly? There is no need to ask why. There is no why. There is only the fact that I have tried to kill a woman by choking her in the middle of a crowd of people in the Eaton shopping center. I have been driven around this city by chauffeurs for years now. But though this car is unmarked, anybody would know it is a police cruiser. Impulsively my eyes seek a means of release. But there is no door handle. And even if there were, how could I open the door with cuffed hands? The steel grates against my wrist. Do I care more about my skin or about my Cartier watch?

“Coming back to the Barristers’ Dining Room, Ellis?”

“What?”

I started at the whispered question, looked up to see the procession of dignitaries, led by a police honor guard, slowly making its way out of the church.

“You’re back in the profession now. You gotta get out more. Personally, I wouldn’t miss the reception for the world. Watching stuffed shirts stuff themselves. What could be more fun?”

“Oh, Nicky!”

Nickel McPhail IV, named for his great-great-grandfather who had made a fortune in the mines of northern Ontario, was a few decades younger than me—thirty to my sixty. But he had “adopted” me on the first day I’d returned to law school after so many years in disgrace. It embarrassed me to think that Nicky was my teacher and not the other way around. It flattered me that he nevertheless followed me around like a puppy, asking questions about what he teasingly called “the golden days of our calling.” Nicky was possessed of the astonishing sense of personal ease that comes only from generations of great wealth. The standing joke was that he could afford to be a fun guy because he had been born with a nickel spoon in his mouth, but to my mind, his personality had nothing to do with luck. Nickel was simply a decent, positive, honest, civil man.

“No, Nicky, I’m not going,” I whispered back. One of the judges in the procession heard my whisper and cast me a warning glance. It’s not wise to forget that a judge’s livelihood depends on his hearing.

“I wouldn’t be welcome,” I said more loudly. One of the things Nicky had taught me—as if I needed to learn—was never to show that one was intimidated by a judge.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Ellis, even the lackeys are invited.” He nodded toward the four judge’s deputies at the very rear of the grand procession—two women and two men who escorted judges when they were robed. Each of them was middle-aged, trim, alert. I never referred to court service officers as lackeys myself, especially since I’d done a stint as one. But even a basically friendly guy like Nicky sometimes showed contempt for the nearly invisible underlings of the system.

“I have no desire to stand among judges and fellow lawyers eating tiny sandwiches and trying to think of clever retorts, Nicky.”

“I keep telling you, Ellis, you need reality training. You’ve been away for a long time, and you’ve spent the last six months with your nose glued to a laptop. It’s time to reclaim your place among your peers.”

I glanced up at his earnest, handsome face. The McPhails were tall men. I’d seen a full-length portrait of Nicky’s father in the lobby of Osgoode Hall among the portraits of the other Chief Justices. “Listen, kid,” I said, “I’m interested in cases and causes, not gossip and pretense.”

“You’re interested in what’s going on with your old pal John Stoughton-Melville,” Nicky replied. “You don’t fool me with your righteous routine. But if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay out of it. Come on, you old relic, get with the program and get on the bus.”

He wasn’t speaking metaphorically. There was a bus waiting outside the iron gate of the fence that surrounded St. Mike’s Cathedral. As I followed Nicky toward it, grumbling as I went, I suddenly remembered something that had happened at least twenty years before. The Pope had come to Toronto and, I seemed to recall, had said mass at St. Mike’s. The mass had been for clergy, but hundreds of laypeople had stood outside the fence, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Pontiff. I stood in the crowd with my mother. When the Pope appeared, she crossed herself and pressed closer to the fence. I tried to pull her back, afraid she’d be crushed in the crowd, but she resisted. I turned to see if there was a way out, an opening through which I could drag her if it became necessary. I looked around, and then I looked up. Across the street from the cathedral, the roofs of all the buildings were lined with military snipers, their long-barreled guns outlined against the afternoon sky like a crown of thorns. I glanced around.

“Watch where you’re going, Ellis; you’ll fall on your face ...” Nicky gave my shoulder the sort of little push that makes a man feel old, and I realized we were next in line to board the bus back to Osgoode Hall and the Red Mass reception. Like my mother on the day of the Pope’s visit, I was up against it. There was no turning back, no choice except to follow Nicky onto the bus.

“Most unfortunate. Quite surprising. One never knows what to expect these days, does one?”

Once I got to the reception, I sidled up beside a cluster of the more senior judges, hoping to overhear some snatch of conversation that would give me a clue about Stow. But their conversation was so guarded, so general and vague, that I couldn’t tell whether they were discussing the arrest of the Supreme Court judge or the latest verdict in a criminal case.

Across the room, the four “lackeys” huddled beside an eight-foot fern in a corner. Against the brocade-upholstered chairs, the deep blue carpet, the long white window treatments, they looked uncomfortable and eager to escape. Like me.

“Hi,” I said to them.

The deputies nodded and smiled, but I could see my presence put them slightly on guard, as if they expected me to ask them to fetch something, good minions that they were.

“It’s a shame what happened at the mass, isn’t it?” I prodded.

To no effect. “It was lovely as always,” one of the officers said.

“What are you doing here, Portal?”

Ignoring the deputies entirely, a large, elderly man with dark craggy brows and a thatch of wild white hair pushed himself between me and them as if his judge’s robes exempted him from ordinary civility. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d have the gall,” he said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of the male minions glance quickly from the old man’s face to mine. Clearly the deputy knew who both of us were. “You may have returned to the bar, Portal, but rest assured you’ve no hope of regaining the bench.”

“Thank you, Your Lordship,” I replied. Always thank a judge even if he screws you. That was Nicky’s advice. Good idea but not new. I’d taught it myself in years gone by. “It’s a pleasure to know that Your Lordship has paid such close attention to my career.”

“You were a troublemaker when you were young, Portal,” he growled, “and now you’re an old troublemaker. You’d be best advised to be of good character and keep the peace.”

This insulting legal warning, often given to people on bail, was a veiled reference to my criminal record, now permanently sealed by a pardon. But if the old coot thought he was shocking me, he was wrong. I made no secret of my past.

I nodded good day to the pompous ass, threaded my way through the crowd and out into the lobby. The Byzantine mosaic of the floor amplified the sound of my hurrying steps, and the portraits of stern old former Chief Justices of Ontario stared in disapproval as I rushed toward the front door. I had to get outside. I was suffocating.

In the late afternoon sun, the formal gardens in front of Osgoode Hall bloomed with an exuberance that was almost embarrassing. Mounds of impatiens—red, flaming pink and orange—spilled out past symmetrical borders and over the deep green lushness of the grass. Purple, rust and yellow mums vied for attention with the feathery flower heads of tall, exotic grasses. A real red-winged blackbird, having strayed, no doubt, from the river valley or the harbor islands or the lakeshore, clung tenaciously to a thick stalk and kept his eye on the door of Osgoode as if waiting for his impersonators to come out.

Still unable to get the image of the handcuffed justice out of my mind, I decided to walk for a while along Queen Street in order to clear my thoughts.

As soon as I left Osgoode, I passed “new” City Hall, built in the 1960s when I had been a law student the first time. Forty years had not diminished the startle effect of its spaceship-like architecture.

Across Bay Street to the east rose Old City Hall, a Gothic mass of dark pink stone built by immigrant masons when Toronto was an outpost of Queen Victoria’s empire. It had long been a courthouse. In fact, years before, Judge B. Sheldrake Tuppin, my mentor, had reigned in its upper reaches. I, too, had been a legend there. First as a champion of the downtrodden and then as one of them.

In the basement of Old City Hall, as in the basement of most courthouses, there were cells. Such a cell might be nothing but an enclosure built of cinderblock painted white so that graffiti would not easily adhere to it. In the middle might be a partial wall about three feet high, just high enough to give a man a little privacy while he squatted to use the stainless-steel toilet that had no seat.

Stow was a marble man, unveined snow Carrara his preference. I couldn’t imagine how cinderblock and stainless steel would strike him, though I could remember the cold steel edge of the toilet against my own once-pampered bottom.

I continued east. Past the Eaton Center, now, as always, full of tourists and shoppers. Past construction at the corner of Queen and Yonge. The odor of fresh cement filled my nostrils, bringing instantly to mind, as it always did, memories of my father, the muratore, the brickière.

I walked past St. Michael’s Hospital, then the “United Church Cathedral” on the grounds of which the indigent lounged in the cooling air. Past the pawnshops of Church Street, past Moss Park with its armory and arena, outside of which there was always a pile of snow, even on the hottest day. Queen Street East, like much of downtown Toronto, was getting more upscale as the years went by. The greasy spoons, dingy bars, dusty secondhand furniture stores and run-down used-car lots were being replaced by art galleries, antique sellers, chic little bistros, car dealers for European imports. The day would soon come when no seedy stretch of downtown would be comfortable for the panhandlers, hustlers and hookers who had kept streets like Queen alive for a couple of hundred years.

At the corner of Parliament and Queen sat the building I hadn’t realized I was headed for: Harmony Circle Health Center, which everybody called “the clinic.”

“She ain’t here,” I was informed when I got within a few feet of the door. Three men of indeterminate age were sprawled on the sidewalk with their backs up against the wall of the storefront. They had the tough, weather-beaten, dark red skin of “bush Nish,” as they liked to call themselves. “Bush” meant they lived outside, most likely in one of the many wild ravines that cut through the city. “Nish” meant Anishawbe, “the People,” native North Americans.

“Thanks,” I said as I stepped past them and tried the door. It sprang open to my touch.

“She’s not here,” a pretty young receptionist told me. She wore a white smock like a nurse’s uniform, but embroidered on the front was a circle divided into quarters: white, black, red, yellow. All the races of the earth.

“Did she go home?” I asked, surprised. Since returning to Toronto from nursing school in her hometown, the Cree settlement of Moosonee on James Bay, my dear friend Queenie Johnson spent nearly every waking hour at the clinic. Not only was she the chief nurse practitioner at the health center, she was also its administrator. When she wasn’t treating patients, she was chairing meetings where prominent members of the community planned projects to assist the homeless and the otherwise disadvantaged of the inner city. “I hope she’s not sick?”

“Mr. Portal,” the young woman answered, “you know as well as I do that Queenie probably wouldn’t stop working if she was sick. But, thank goodness, she’s not. No, she’s down at Tent City.”

“Tent City? Is it still up by the marsh near the Bloor Viaduct?”

The receptionist shook her head. Like so many of the workers at the clinic, she was a person Queenie had rescued. I didn’t know the girl’s past. Perhaps she’d been a prostitute or an addict, or both. But now, she glowed with health, and her thick black hair shone with blue highlights in the fluorescent light of the white office. “No. They had to move again.”

“Can you tell me where?”

She looked up at me and smiled. “Of course I can, Your Honor,” she said.

It had been my street name when both Queenie and I had been on the skids. Nobody called me “Your Honor” anymore except the people at this clinic—including Queenie, and recently, I realized with confusion, as a term of endearment.

“They’re down before Broadview Avenue on the east side of the river above the Toshiba sign.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Are you going down there?”

“Yes. Why? Do you have a message for Queenie?”

The girl laughed. “I don’t need to send her a smoke signal, Your Honor. She’s got her cell phone. I can call her if I need to. You want me to tell her you’re on your way?”

I toyed with the idea of going back on the streetcar to retrieve my car near Osgoode, but Broadview was less than a fifteen-minute walk, and I wanted to talk to Queenie as soon as I could. It would be best to get down to Tent City before dark.

“No need to call her,” I answered.

“Okay.” She hesitated. “You have any reason to be concerned about the police?”

“No,” I answered, surprised at the question, though I was certain it was one that was often asked at the clinic. “Why?”

“I think there’s plainclothes guys down there.”

“I’d be amazed if there weren’t,” I told her. “Those officers are everywhere. There’s one sitting outside right now. He told me Queenie wasn’t here.”

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s Constable Moran. He looks pretty authentic, doesn’t he?”

“Listen,” I answered, “he’s been working plainclothes for so many years that if he ever went back into uniform, he’d get arrested within the hour for trying to impersonate an officer.”

 


 


The sinking sun was warm on my back as I walked toward the bridge over the lower Don River at Queen Street just west of Broadview. Spanning the bridge was an arch and across it, in wrought-iron letters, a quotation from the ancient philosopher Heraclitus: “This river I step in is not the river I stand in.” It meant that everything changes.

I glanced north to where the river flowed down from a massive ridge separating the city from the sprawling suburbs. I had more in common with bush Nish than most people. I’d lived rough myself, up there in the wild ravines.

To the south, I spotted the massive electronic sign advertising Toshiba. Nearer, the steel skeleton of a former factory rose against the sky with eerie emptiness. I could see construction equipment beside it. Soon it would become some sparkling new dealership for expensive foreign cars, like the buildings already rising out of the industrial ruins on the other side of the river.

“You think you know everything since you been to that damn government college, but I’m telling you, you got more cops and reporters around than our people—and if you think there’s any native down here except yourself, you’re as much of a fool as you was when you was a stinkin’ drunk.”

I heard the belligerent voice before I spotted the camp strung along the riverbank, but I couldn’t see the speaker, nor the person being spoken to.

I half ran, half slid down from the embankment beside the roadway to a narrow stretch of land squeezed between the brown waters of the stream and the concrete-and-metal abutment of the Don Valley Parkway off-ramp.

A scattering of dirty white canvas tents, wooden packing crates, cardboard boxes and pup tents made from blue plastic tarpaulins lined the eastern shore, so near to the water that the bottoms of some of the wooden crates were wet. I couldn’t imagine who had suggested such a precarious site for an encampment. I could see from the way most of the packing crates were nailed together that these people lacked the skills necessary to live comfortably in the wild. Screws are far better than nails, and wooden pegs, if you know how to choose the right twig and have the strength and the patience to whittle it, are the best of all.

“Your Honor, what are you doing here? I thought you were with the judges at St. Mike’s.”

A slender figure emerged from the shadows beneath the poplar trees and stepped into the rays of the low-lying sun. I reached out to keep her from tripping over a man prone on the ground before her feet. Her fingers were warm to my touch, and instinctively, I gave her hand a squeeze. She squeezed back. Queenie would never tell me how old she was, but she had to be over fifty. The first time I remembered seeing her, over a decade before, she’d looked like an old woman with dull matted hair, broken teeth and nails, bulky with too many clothes, awkward with the gait of a drunkard.

All was different now. Her straight silver hair was shiny, her slim figure unhidden by the snug jeans she wore with a fringed leather jacket that hugged her waist. The jacket was partly unzipped, and beneath it, I could see a tee-shirt with the circle symbol of the clinic.

“I’m interrupting you in your work,” I said with a sudden stab of guilt. “I should have phoned you ...”

She smiled a little. In the old days, I used to think Queenie didn’t know how to smile. “It wouldn’t have done you any good, Your Honor. I forgot my cell phone. I left in a hurry because we ...”

“He don’t need a report,” interrupted the belligerent voice I’d heard before. A ragged figure stepped out from behind Queenie. Little had changed in his appearance since the last time I’d set eyes on him. The same filthy long hair, the same dirty face and blue jeans and denim jacket, the same shoes held together by gray-beige plastic packing tape. It all looked too authentic to be real, and if I hadn’t known better, I would have taken him to be one of the plainclothes cops.

“Johnny,” I said, trying to hide my distaste at meeting him face-to-face. “I saw your picture in the paper.”

He smiled. His teeth were brown and cracked, but they were still whiter than his face and seemed to glow in the rapidly failing light. I could tell he was genuinely pleased that I had paid enough attention to him to mention the news photo. “I’m doin’ what I can for my fellow man,” he said with apparent sincerity.

Queenie smiled again. Her white teeth were perfect. ‘Johnny’s standing up for everybody on the street,” she said. “He’s better at giving speeches than anybody would have thought.”

Not so. Johnny Dirt, as he had been known on the street all his adult life, was one of the biggest purveyors of claptrap I’d ever encountered. Johnny and Queenie had some history between them. He had once left her daughter for dead on the street. Queenie was a churchgoer, a devout Anglican. She had forgiven him. The same did not apply to me.

“Queenie,” I said, taking her by the elbow and moving her away to a spot farther down the river where we could talk privately. “What’s going on down here? I thought this encampment was up by the Bloor Viaduct. I thought you had helpers coming down and a service to bring people up to the clinic.”

She stared across the water. Queenie was pure Cree. Her profile against the gold-toned river was sharply etched. She was one of those women who become more rather than less beautiful as the years pass by. And she was reticent—always had been.

A mallard skidded across the metallic surface of the water, leaving a necklace of ripples in its wake. Queenie waited for the bird to fold its wings and settle into a swim before she said, “Everybody in the city wants these poor people out of the valley. I’m doing all I can, but this is my problem, not yours. You, Your Honor, have a different problem.”

“What?”

She turned her face toward mine as she spoke, but I couldn’t look her in the eye. I had the feeling she was going to tell me something I didn’t want to hear.

“Justice Stoughton-Melville—the one you always call Stow? He wants you. And he wants you now. You’ve got to find him, and you’ve got to get him out of this trouble he got into today.”

“But Queenie ...” She didn’t know Stow, had never met him. So how did she know more about my friend than I knew myself?

Before I could question her, the man we’d almost tripped over found us. Without saying anything, he sat down on the ground at Queenie’s feet. She lowered herself and made him more comfortable by helping him to lean against a slimy black rock. I couldn’t tell whether it was covered with old moss or new pollution, but the man made no objection to using it as a backrest.

She pulled a small but very powerful flashlight out of the pocket of her jacket and asked me if I’d hold it.

The wool shirt the old man wore was wretched, but Queenie rolled back its sleeve with the amount of careful attention another person would have expended on new silk. Beneath the sleeve lay a bright white patch of surgical gauze secured by clean strips of adhesive tape. The center of the square of gauze was stained dark red, surrounded by a vile shade of green, the sight of which made the back of my throat lock.

“Let’s see how you’re doin’ tonight,” Queenie said.

I could see the man’s effort to hide his pain when Queenie, with one swift, practiced move, ripped the bandage from his arm. A laceration the size of a two-dollar coin, oozing with blood and pus and ringed by puffy scarlet skin, festered on the limb of the old man.

Remarkably, Queenie seemed cheered by this gruesome sight. “Much better than yesterday,” she said with satisfaction.

The patient looked pleased with himself, as though he’d accomplished a difficult feat and earned the approval of a beloved mother.





Chapter 2

“Queenie—?”

When she finished with her patient, she glanced at me, but I could read nothing in her eyes, at least in part because darkness had begun to descend. “Excuse me,” she said simply and moved away toward a small knot of women who had been waiting for her.

I slipped into the shadows and watched the scene unfolding in front of me. In the flickering campfires of falling night, shadows flitted across the face of the dispossessed, revealing them to be as various as the faces of the lawyers, judges and deputies at the Osgoode reception. I saw young people with the premature look of age that life on the street dispenses. And I also saw the blank look of innocence on the faces of older men and women whose minds had been wiped clean of thought by years of abuse: drugs, alcohol, tobacco, sex and the most powerful of all abusers of humans—poverty.

Not knowing that I watched, Queenie moved among the outcasts, her lithe figure smoothly bending in the firelight to administer a drink here, a pill there, even, in one instance, a hypodermic. She was quiet and gentle among these vagabonds, but she was confident and knowledgeable, too. She was one of them, one, I mean, of us.

When I was sure I would not be interrupting her, I called her name softly and stepped into yellowish light that filtered down from the roadway above. “Can you take a little break?” I asked.

She was startled to see me still about, but her face registered obvious pleasure. “Can you stay for supper?”

“Stay. We ain’t eatin’ like yer fancy friends, but we ain’t eatin’ rat neither.”

I fought something I hadn’t felt in a long time: the urge to punch Johnny Dirt in the face. “I know a rat when I see one,” I answered.

“The Good Hand food bank van came around this afternoon,” Queenie said, ignoring us both. “We’ve got beef and mushrooms cooked over the open fire—and also a lot of hot dogs, potato chips and lentil soup. And day-old brownies and bruised bananas for dessert.”

“It sounds like a feast, Queenie,” I said, “but I think I’ll head back home. I left my car at Osgoode.”

She reached out and took my hand again. Her warm skin brushed the cool gold of the figured ring on the third finger of my right hand. Queenie was as familiar with that ring as I was by now. She knew it had been a gift from Stow more than thirty years before. “You came down here tonight because you’re feelin’ bad about him, ain’t you?”

Since graduating from nursing school, Queenie could speak perfect English, but sometimes she reverted to ungrammatical language to make the street people feel more at ease. When she spoke that way with me, I felt she was being intimate, that she was alluding to the rough past we shared.

“Queenie,” I said, squatting down close to the fire and gently pulling her down beside me, “if I thought that Stow were using you in any way ...” I shook my head, not wanting to remind her of the days when violent anger had ruled me. “I won’t go there, but I need you to remember that no matter what favors he’s done for me, he’s never let me forget that I’m his inferior. I’ve paid dearly for everything he ever gave me. Why would he send a message to me through you? He’s perfectly free to say anything he wants to anybody. And, I don’t need to add, free to pay anybody he wants for whatever he needs. He can do what he likes.”

She kept perfectly still beside me as if she had to think about what I’d said. Then she shook her own head slowly. “I don’t think so, Your Honor,” she said. “I don’t really think so.”

“Tell me why he used you to get to me.”

A sudden cold breeze blew up from the river, and Queenie stiffened as if to brace herself against the coming coldness of the autumn night.

“Nobody uses me.”

For a moment we seemed unable to say anything more to each other. Into the silence between us came the sound of the Tent City dwellers spreading their bedding, some beneath the sky, others in the boxes and lean-tos and under the tarps. One young girl unwittingly set up too close between two old men, both of whom, I knew, would “accidentally” roll on top of her in the night. What business is it of mine?

“If you care about somebody,” Queenie said softly, “you don’t need to ask yourself why. You just go with the caring, and you help them. You don’t ask what they owe you, and you don’t stop at what you owe them.”

“Are you talking about Stow?” I asked in alarm. “Do you owe him something?”

“Yes,” she said. “I owe him the client’s privilege of confidentiality. Don’t ask me why I know he needs you.” She leaned closer and kissed my cheek. “Go back to your fancy car and get home, Your Honor. You’re getting too old and too soft to squat by the river in the light of the moon.”

“There’s no moon out, old woman.”

“There will be by the time you get home.”

She was right. It took me half an hour to make my way back up to the roadway because a number of people stopped me to tell me how glad they were to see me back down in the river valley. They said it was nice to know a man who didn’t forget where he came from—as if anybody came from the skids. They also seemed to think I had friends at City Hall and that I would tell these friends to leave Tent City alone.

It took me another hour to get back to Osgoode, retrieve my car and make my way home to my apartment, which overlooked a treed ravine of the river valley in a neighborhood north of the downtown core. When I opened the door, the whole living room was flooded with the silver-blue light of the full moon rising over the valley. Deep within the shadows of the ravine, the creatures of night moved in that blue radiance, and if any of them envied me far above them in a warm room beneath a solid roof, they were only partly right about my state being more fortunate than their own.

 


 


I am a man whose struggle with God has been no easier than his struggle with the law. That Sunday I went to church for the christening of Sally Alice Portal, my second grandchild, daughter of my son Jeffrey and his wife Tootie. On the morning I entered St. Jerome’s, a thoroughly modern church on a thoroughly colorless street in the eastern suburbs, I’d not been to church twice in the same week in nearly three decades. Considering the disturbing episode I’d witnessed earlier in the week at the Red Mass, it’s not surprising that I hesitated before stepping into St. Jerome’s, even though I was late.

Time had changed Queenie’s fortunes, and it had changed mine, too. Once I had lived in secret in the Don River valley. Now I owned an apartment building on the edge of it. I indulged in the occasional Armani, like the dark silk suit and pale linen shirt that I trusted were appropriate for this event. Since my rehabilitation, I’d reconciled with most of the members of my family, but I wasn’t used to being with all of them together.

To avoid making a spectacle of myself, I sneaked in at the back of St. Jerome’s and chose a seat behind everybody else. The church’s architecture was comforting, resembling somewhat the belly of a white-oak whale.

Former Goth Princess Tootie Beats and her architect husband, my son Jeffrey, seemed to have switched personal appearances. Tootie, who had once dressed exclusively in garments becoming only to vampires, now wore a pink suit and a little gray hat with a white rose perched on top. Jeffrey, whose wildest excesses in the old days hadn’t even extended to tee-shirts, was now dressed in a black collarless shirt, narrow black leather slacks, a bottle-green jacket and very shiny black boots. He also sported earrings in both ears. His blond hair, I was shocked to notice, had suddenly become long enough to be held at his nape in a ponytail. Had not the happiness of these two positively shone from them as they cooed over their baby, I would have feared that their fashion confusion marked a rift. Jeffrey turned, saw me, offered an awkward little wave, which I returned.

Behind them were two older couples whom I had seen only sporadically over the years. My sister Arletta and her husband. My brother Michele and his wife. They shared the pew with Ellen, my daughter, her husband and their child. And with, I suddenly realized, the same mysterious person who had slipped out of St. Mike’s cathedral behind the captive Stow a few days before.

I could now see only the back of this person, so that it took me a minute to understand who she had to be. She was, like Queenie, slim, but there the resemblance ended. This woman was wealthy, and always had been. Her navy blue suit was impeccably cut to reveal her pleasingly broad shoulders, her narrow waist and softly flaring hips. No one with posture like hers had learned it anywhere except at a fine school—the kind that used to be called “finishing school.”

Her ice-blond hair was pulled back in a small chignon, old-fashioned but refreshingly new at the same time. From her navy straw hat, a small dotted veil descended to cover her eyes. I couldn’t see her face, but I could make out the line of her jaw, curved firmly and set with what seemed like pride. She looked like an exceptionally well-turned-out grandmother.

Which she was: Anne, my ex-wife, the woman whose life I’d ruined first by neglect, then by shame. The woman whose forgiveness I believed I’d won, if only by my having stayed away from her for more than ten years.

I felt that if I studied her for one second longer, she would feel my eyes on her. I forced myself to concentrate on the christening.

The priest prayed and anointed baby Sally Alice, who let out a scream that ricocheted off the false buttress of St. Jerome’s as if to let the world know that another of my descendants was making her presence known.

Last in, first out. Or so I’d hoped, but it didn’t turn out quite that way. I was called over by Ellen to say hello to her uncle, my brother. A clumsy promise to “catch up,” an uneasy vow to “get together.” Would I ever be at ease with these people again? I tried once more to make my escape, but before I got to the door of the church, a small hand slipped into mine and I looked down to see the bespectacled face of my namesake and protégé, Angelo Portalese Bradley Mills, my eight-year-old grandson. Given my birth name by his loving mother, who chose to remember her roots. “Grandpa,” he said, “are you coming back with us to the house?”

“Of course he is.” The sweet warm autumn afternoon suddenly smelled of Chanel No. 19.

I awaken beside her wondering whether she knows that I have been home for only one hour. She always looks so clean that I cannot come into her bed without scouring myself. Not because of her but because of the people I have been with instead of her. Lately I find that I am thankful that I no Longer smell of booze when I come to her. I’ve graduated. She can’t smell cocaine on me. She doesn’t know that smell.

Unavoidably, I held out my hand. “Thank you, Anne,” I said, sounding far more confident than I felt, “but I ...”

She smiled and took the offered hand with the perfect equanimity she had always possessed. She looked forty-five. Had there been many consultations with the best surgeons, weeks spent recovering in spas and resorts?

“I saw you at the Red Mass,” she said smoothly, “I understand you’ve been readmitted to the bar.”

“Yes.”

“Dad! I’m so glad you could come.” Jeffrey was suddenly beside me, imposing himself between his mother and me almost as he had done when he was a child determined to patch up our continuous quarrels.

“Son—congratulations! It’s an important day, isn’t it?” I felt tongue-tied. I was never good at small talk. Especially with Jeffrey.

He grinned, also struggling to think of something else to say. Mercifully, Tootie arrived at the door of the church with her baby in her arms, and he hurried to join her.

“Come with us, Grandpa. I want to tell you a secret,” Angelo insisted. He, my ex-wife and I stood for a moment on the top step. I glanced around, trying to remember where I’d put my car, eager to get away. A crowd of young people surrounded the happy parents. Everyone else from our family seemed to have disappeared, though vehicles still jammed the vast circular drive in front of the church.

“I’d love to talk to you about what you’re doing these days,” Anne said. When I didn’t answer, she hesitated, “and I’d like to ask your opinion about Stow.”

“Stow?” Had he gotten to her, too? “What about Stow?”

“Ellis,” she said, putting her hand on my arm in a gesture of surprising urgency, “I know that it must come as a shock for you to see us again.”

I thought she meant her and my family. I nodded. I was growing more uncomfortable by the minute. Anne was lovely, more beautiful in her ice-queen way than I would ever have expected her to be at the age of nearly sixty. But she was part of my past. I couldn’t bear to hear about the “us” of our family anymore.

Perhaps she sensed this. “By ‘us,’” she explained, “I meant Stow and me.”

“Stow and you? What does that mean?”

I forgot that little Angelo was still glued to my hand like a barnacle. And he was all ears all the time.

“Ellis,” Anne whispered, “Stow is an old friend in a lot of trouble, but even if he did what the law suspects him of doing, I’m telling you, matters are not what they seem.”

I wanted to vent my growing anger. What the devil was Stow up to? First approaching Queenie and now Anne? But Angelo was staring at me with his intensely curious gaze. My ex-wife noticed it, too.

“Can we have some private time together, Ellis?” she asked me. “We have so much catching up to do. Dinner?”

“Sure,” I answered, not meaning it, only saying it so I could get out of there.

But when she called me two days later, I said, “Sure,” again. And this time I was stuck.

“The children have kept me informed of your progress, Ellis,” she said pretty much the moment we sat down, “so you needn’t feel it necessary to speak about the past at all.”

I smiled and nodded, in lieu of actually responding to this charitable remark. We’d chosen a new restaurant. Not only the restaurant, but also the whole neighborhood hadn’t existed when Anne and I had been married. The place was on a piece of reclaimed harbor land, and the building jutted out over the water, so that one ate suspended in air with no visible support. Quite an appropriate choice for us, I reflected.

I couldn’t think of a word to say at first. When the cocktail hostess and the sommelier failed to appear at our table, I speculated that the children had reminded Anne that I had long since gone from embarrassing lush to total abstainer. Or maybe she’d figured that out for herself. By the time the butternut squash soufflé with parsley pesto toast rounds had appeared, the silence had ruined my appetite. I stared out over the dark waters of Lake Ontario, wishing they might fold over me.

When I turned my attention back to Anne, I saw that there were tears in her surgically perfected eyes. “Ellis,” she said, “love doesn’t go away because of tragedy. When I married you, I intended to be with you forever.”

“Anne,” I said, reaching across the table to where her hand rested on the cloth, “we shouldn’t have come here. This is foolish.”

A waiter came and slid a bowl of orange tomato bisque in front of me. The bowl was the size of an egg cup and the price was fourteen dollars. There was no spoon. I looked at Anne who frowned down at the ridiculous dish and laughed. “Sometimes,” she said, “I still make the soup your mother taught me.” She lifted the tiny bowl and took a sip. “What do you do for food?” she said.

“I cook it,” I replied.

“What do you do for sex?”

I was so shocked by the question that I choked and had to move quickly to keep a stream of orange glop from running down my chin.

“The answer would be more shocking than the question,” I said.

Both of us burst out laughing.

 


 


It was midnight when I drove along Queen Street and past the clinic. Up on the third floor, Queenie’s light was still on. Queenie had a small house somewhere in town, but I’d never been there. From the amount of time she spent at work, maybe she’d never been there, either.

I didn’t ring, which would have caused her to climb down three flights of stairs. Instead, I used the key she had given me for emergencies, let myself in and made my way past the examination rooms and offices, all of which were closed up for the night.

When I got to the second-floor landing, I heard Queenie’s voice. Before she’d gone back to nursing school, she had been unable to remember any of the Cree that had been her first language. Now, she could speak it fluently. However, I heard neither Cree nor street slang, but educated English. Then I heard my name mentioned. I inched up the stairs.

“Maybe you think you can get Ellis to do the things you want, but you could be dead wrong. I think you should ... Hello? Hello?”

Obviously she’d been on the phone. I waited for her to redial and start talking again. Or for the phone to ring, indicating that the other party had taken steps to resume the conversation, but I heard nothing. After a wait of several minutes, I decided the decent thing to do was to let Queenie know I was there, but before I had a chance to call out, I heard her say, “Who’s there?”

There was fear in her voice, and I was instantly sorry that I’d been so stupid as to listen to her call.

“It’s only me, Queenie. It’s Ellis.”

I heard a chair scrape the floor, and in a moment she was standing at the top of the stairs, back lighted by the red glow of the Exit sign.

“You shouldn’t be in this neighborhood by yourself at this hour,” I warned her.

“Neither should you,” she answered. “How was your dinner?” She seemed remarkably unflustered by having just been discussing me with somebody else.

I told her about the flying restaurant and the appetizer and the soup and the entrée and the creamed chestnut parfait dessert and the fact that Anne at sixty was lovelier than she’d ever been and that our grandchildren were so smart and adorable that they made an old man proud. And the more I talked, the quieter Queenie became, which, with Queenie, was as quiet as a stone in a frozen pond.

“You would have liked the restaurant,” I repeated. “Everything on the menu seemed to have some connection with autumn—designed to celebrate the harvest.” Until the words were out of my mouth, I didn’t realize how insulting this would sound to a native woman who had deep respect for rituals welcoming each season.

But she smiled. I could see how exhausted she was. “Queenie,” I said, “let me help you.”

“Help me with what? Are you a doctor now—or a social worker?”

“Let me help you with some of the work you have to do here. I could do community liaison. I’ve been known to attend a meeting or two in my time.”

“I’our Honor,” she said, briefly touching my wrist with her cool fingers, “I don’t need help attending meetings.”

“Well maybe I could assist you with correspondence or...”

“Why? Do you think I can’t write?” She turned toward the window of her tiny office and glanced down onto Queen Street. I couldn’t see what was going on out there, but I heard angry shouting in the alley beside the building. Queenie studied the scene below her, shook her head, turned her gaze back toward the center of the room where I stood. “You’ve got your hands full already,” she said. “You and your son have your apartment building to run, and now that you’re back being a lawyer, you’ll be getting a job.”

“I will always have time for you,” I said, taking a step toward her.

She moved away, nearer to her desk. She picked up a piece of paper. From where I stood, it looked blank, but she seemed to read it for quite a while before she said, “They were glad to see you down in Tent City. They asked if your being down there meant that you’d taken an interest in their problems.”

“Legal problems? I’d be very happy to help any of your clients with routine matters—wills, leases, small claims or traffic court, that sort of thing.”

She looked surprised. “I don’t think you’ll find many people who need to make a will around here,” she said.

“Queenie,” I responded, “I don’t know what’s the matter with me. I don’t mean to insult you. I’m sorry. I know how concerned you are about the tenters.”

‘They’re fine now,” she said, her eyes straying to a pile of files on her desk, “but everything is so temporary.”

“Everything, Queenie?”

She looked up at me. For a moment, it seemed she had something to say in answer to my query, but the moment passed, and we each kept our separate peace for an embarrassingly long time.

“It’s nice of you to offer to help,” she finally said. “There is one thing you can do.”

“Anything.”

“You can get your butt out of this neighborhood so I can go home and get to sleep without worrying about you getting mugged.”

Touched by her concern, I stepped closer to give her a kiss on the cheek, but she moved abruptly, and absurdly my lips brushed the empty air.

 


 



When I got home, I found a letter from the Attorney General of Ontario in my mailbox. I felt afraid. Why was the minister in charge of the justice system of the whole province writing to me? Could I be in trouble again? For what?

When I got upstairs and turned over the envelope, I saw it was actually from the Deputy Attorney General, Bailey Knowlton Black, Q.C. This was no doubt a less important matter—an invitation to a cocktail party or some other formality marking the beginning of the legal season. I could deal with it in the morning. Within the half hour, I was sound asleep, dreaming about blue plastic tarps and butternut squash soufflés.
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