 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
- I -
Norman sucked coffee out of his moustache and blinked at Sergeant Morris, who loomed in his doorframe, appraising him with lupine eyes—not at all the gentle investigator from that spring’s sixth-floor double homicide. Back then, Norman was just a witness, the superintendent of Franklin Place, weary and awkward and forced again to mop up blood from one of the sixteen floors that endured as his family legacy. 

But this morning, the sergeant arrived with new questions, and he’d transformed to accommodate this fresh line of inquiry. Last month, he was lumpy, balding, and middle-aged, just some beer-league loser, his body pale and forgotten. Now, he menaced like a bar-brawler—shorn head, swollen chest, knuckles everywhere. Morris stepped across the threshold and presented his case. Something had been found, incidentally, behind the walls, exposed on account of the rage-removed jib rock in apartment 608. A livid mould, blue and black and course with fungal hairs, some of which appeared to be morphing into brighter colours, like red, like purple, like God knew what else. The sergeant, on a hunch, thought maybe the building was rotten with the stuff. He wanted to see inspection records. He wondered aloud if Norman might not be smarter than everyone thought, if maybe he was—despite his habit of head-scratching and chin-cocking and grammar-destroying—a strategic man, after all. 

“Maybe you got yourself a basement absolutely stuffed with secrets, Norman. And maybe you got yourself a–”

Norman interjected: “Well, see, Sergeant, actually, my family don’t own Franklin Place no more. Sold it to the Reginald Group must be years ago. Toronto family. Nice family. But Reginald… sounds like a first name, don’t it?”

Morris stared, pupils probing, but Norman did not break down. He did not confess. He endured the pressure-cooker silence by studying his warped reflection in Morris’ RCMP shield: moustache a salted swipe of motor oil; thin, sparse hairs littering his forehead, vanishing on top of his skull, coming back thick and brown above his neck and around his ears; bare shoulders pale and freckled; gut globing through the cotton of his off-white muscle shirt; plaid boxer shorts dangling over his fat knees, over his pigeon calves and boney feet. 

Of course he lived alone. Of course he never entertained sexual prospects—women—at least, not in his apartment. Norman was intensely private. He could barely suffer Morris’s shadow in the doorframe of his top-floor apartment, could not imagine a lover getting up in the night, unaccompanied, padding down his hallway and into his bathroom, sounding off on his sparkling porcelain and leafing through his reading material—back issues of TV guides, exclusively—stuffed in the wooden basket bequeathed by his grandmother.

“I think it’s probably safest for everyone if I go ahead and call in some building inspectors to poke around your place here,” said Morris, stepping back into the hallway and giving Norman a final, salivating once-over. “You’ll be hearing from us soon enough.”

Morris wrapped his knuckles against the doorframe, turned his back, and walked toward the elevators, leaving a mucky mess on the threshold. Norman swallowed hard. His bare feet slapped the floor as he hurried to his kitchen to soak some paper towel. It was raining outside, a howling October day full of mud and puddles and piles of soaking leaves. When he was growing up, it would already be snowing by now, trees slouching over the roads. Back then, mid-winter easily clocked a month of -40, no wind-chill. These days, northern winters were more dark than cold. Last Christmas, he saw kids wearing shorts and parkas outside the convenience store. It was the Tar Sands. It was Toronto and L.A. It was China, coal plants, and Americans. Norman crouched to dab up the mud from Morris’s boots. He heard the elevator door slide open, then closed, and he exhaled on his bare knees.

Once the apartment door had been closed and locked and bolted and chained, Norman poured his third cup of coffee and spiralled, eyes clenched, into the living room armchair. He could feel the crawl spaces sixteen storeys below. He imagined Morris down there, poking around, scribbling notes, handcuffs clinking against the small of his back. Norman sucked another load of coffee out of his moustache and blinked at the floor. On the windowsill behind his elbow sat the little inuksuk, a novelty souvenir apparently in the family since his grandfather cut the ribbon on the building decades earlier. He wiped his palm across his bare head and managed a tiny, relieved smile. 

Norman Franklin was guilty. 

But it wasn’t his fault.

 
 


- II -
Summer time, a salty day in late July, all the townspeople cranked and groggy from half a season of sunny midnights. Tommy Franklin cut the loose red ribbon slung across the front doors of the building that bore his family name. Not far below his feet was the Maxim gun he snuck underground the night before, and also the narrow, sagging cot he planned to sleep on before flying home the following day. 

The local paper’s lone photographer flashed off a dozen photos. Franklin Place was the tallest building for miles, thrusting sky-high in a region of two-storey structures. Tommy’s smile was fake and tight. He tried to visualize his son playing with cars in front of the hearth in their Gibraltar Point home on Toronto Island. His smile relaxed, and he waved the people inside. There was earnest applause. A merciful breeze swept up the walkway, caught the ribbon ends, and gave them a festive rustle.

Along came middle and upper management from the fish plant, the mines, the shipping company; moustaches and sideburns, wives and children impressed by sparkling floors and elevators with mirrors on their doors. Along came senior bureaucrats on contract for two years apiece, free flights south for Christmas, cufflinks and fountain pens: I’ll take one with a view of the lake. They owned the local taverns and were too hip and young to buy houses and cut the grass. They were transferred from Toronto to manage the banks, and they had designs on a mini-bar in the corner of the room, next to the sliding door. Tommy’s team leased half the units by noon, the rest by the end of the month.

That night, he lay in his underwear on top of a yellow wool blanket, the cot sagging under his weight. His suit hung from a clothing rack in the next room. He laced his fingers over his stomach and counted through sequences of deep breathing, eyes fretting shapes in the shadows. 

It was midnight, but down in the underground, the brightest light hung in the centre of the room, a single bulb dangling from a thin white string. The walls were concrete, painted the colour of gun smoke, a vague shade of grey—cloudy, but dense enough to hide behind.

Down there, it was all about hiding. Tommy had spent huge reserves of his fortune jackhammering shields of rock and permafrost so he could pour concrete into a small arrangement of underground rooms and crawl spaces, the whole collection no bigger than a two-bedroom apartment. He directed his architect to omit the rooms from the blueprint. He directed his builders not to start the laborious dig until they’d erected the outside walls of the superstructure. He paid generously for everyone’s silence, and all throughout the operation he prayed no one would strike a deposit of gold or diamonds or anything else his hush money couldn’t compete against. Every dollar had been lovingly spent, and now, for the first time, he could sleep in the chambers of his strategy.

Tommy had no intention of ever using the Maxim gun. It was more of a symbol. Counting through a series of sharp exhalations, he allowed his eyes to move from the shadows to the foreleg of the gun’s tripod, which emerged from the darkness and caught the yellow glow of the light bulb. The gun was from Paris. He bought it through an antique arms dealer who assured him it was found in an abandoned Nazi weapons cache. Tommy imagined the cache as one he’d come across himself, a young soldier lucky enough to survive the Normandy invasion. He imagined the gun in the centre of a preschool classroom, dust-filled sunlight piercing slats in venetian blinds and a wedding ring on the floor next to a table leg, everything ruined, and then renewed. He wasn’t scared back then. Not like now.

He did plan to use the guns in the next room. They were Heckler and Koch, all of them. A submachine gun, a sniper rifle, and a light support machine gun. There were also two machine pistols, semi-automatic, but with three-round automatic bursts; they were for his wife, Emily, and their son, William. Tommy thought William might be able to handle one of the larger weapons by his thirteenth birthday, and hopefully they wouldn’t be needed before then. But Emily would never graduate to a high-powered firearm. The kickback would mash her articular cartilage to mush. And anyway, she would have trouble aiming the pistols. Her tremors wouldn’t allow it. But that was perfectly acceptable as long as she stayed with Tommy and William, because they would launch a fusillade.

The breathing exercises eventually worked, and Tommy’s eyelids grew thick and leaden. His last thoughts before sleep were dedicated to the symmetry of things. He marvelled at the layers of events and objects, at how he now prepared for Russians with German hardware, even while in the same room he maintained a trophy of war waged against that very country. The Maxim gun abetted the expansion of the British Empire, and now, in charcoal across his eyelids, he saw thin, proper men squinting beneath Stanley caps as they rolled, on wagon wheels, early models into the theatre of imperial war. 

His mind wandered into the space above him, the sixteen storeys of high-end apartment real estate, and briefly he was beset by images of other men and women from the future, supine in their beds as they themselves wondered about the connections and contradictions within their own lives. Then he saw himself up on the roof, naked and exposed for miles in every direction, from the middle currents of Little Raven Lake to the forest clearings on the edge of town. He saw himself shivering up there, standing on the ledge, and teetering in the wind. Then he saw himself fall.



• • •



Tommy woke up on the cement floor, hip throbbing from impact. He completed a set of forty push-ups and hid himself in his suit. He took a taxi to the airport, walked across the tarmac, and climbed into the cockpit of his Cessna Skyhawk. He flew home to Gibraltar Point, scanning broadcast frequencies as he travelled south.

At dinner on the island, rings of pineapple slid down a glazed ham. Emily asked about the trip, and he showed her an airport souvenir for William: an inuksuk, the particular shape of which he’d understood as a stone warning of hostile and barren land, but he told them it was meant as a cheery sign of welcome. William was excited to see an Indian artifact—he’d been playing Ojibwa brave on the lawn before dinner. He imagined their three-bay home built on top of a burial ground, his body a young conveyance for spirits anxious and enraged. 

In the kitchen after dinner, Tommy poured scotch into a tumbler. He tried for that razor thin space between controlled intoxication and inebriated abandon. The first sip stung with relief, but the longer he held the glass, the more suspicious the feeling became. As always, he erred on the side of control and dumped the booze in the sink when Emily wasn’t watching. He turned on the tap to flush away the smell. 

She looked old that night. She always did when he came back from trips, and he knew that William was actually two boys, orderly and respectful with his father, insolent and wild with his mother. But that wasn’t the whole story. It was like substantial amounts of lifetime had passed in the week he’d been north. Emily’s bouncy curls hung lifeless and drab. Her eyes were sunken, cracks in her skin spreading from the sockets. She stooped over the dishwasher, a small hump in the middle of her back, and the soft kitchen light was too harsh for her complexion: drained and ashen. 

“Oh, Thomas,” she said, wrapping him in feeble arms. “I miss you when you’re away. You’re so committed to your building.” She squeezed him and he felt a tremor in her arms. “We know that, but we miss you.”

In the living room, legs crossed in front of the hearth and the mild heat of the fire on his ankles, Tommy watched William play on the red shag rug. A caravan of toy cars curled from between his legs to the base of the inuksuk, which cast a long shadow across the floor. In the kitchen, the dishwasher thumped into its cycle. 

Seen through the window, the canopy of stars made Tommy scared. In the north, because the sunlit evenings made him feel exposed, he thought he missed the spangled night, but now, with it yawning above him, he worried about his terminal insignificance and the suddenly obvious possibility of satellite espionage. He stood up and drew the blinds.

“Son,” he said, lowering himself to the carpet, placing a gaunt hand on William’s shoulder, “do you behave while I travel?”

William’s eyes were black and somehow fluid. They gave him a wise look that made Tommy proud. Dressed in a collared shirt, his back straight and stiff even while crouched over his toys, William humoured his childhood, waited it out because biology left him no choice, and this filled Tommy with a sense of security he couldn’t muster alone. 

“Yes, daddy.”

“And do you keep track of your mother’s tremors? Of their severity?”

“Yes, daddy.”

Tommy nodded. “And how would you assess the development of her illness?”

“She dropped a tea cup.”

Tommy turned his head to the kitchen. Was she still in there? Was she steadying herself before joining them? He mussed his son’s hair. The house was too big. All three of them could be inside, but each one oblivious to the other. He imagined Emily rattling away in a darkened hallway. His knees cracked when he stood up. 

She was wiping the counters in the kitchen. He wrapped his arms around her waist, buried his nose in her hair, but didn’t lose himself in the aroma of strawberries. She wriggled around in the crooks of his arms and kissed his cheek. “Thomas. My Thomas.” She touched his forehead with the back of her hand, no mistaking the twitch in her wrist. “I’m sorry, I… broke your mother’s china.”

“We’ll sell the house,” he said. “I want you to be comfortable.”

 
 
 
- III -
There was a severed finger in Billy’s corn. Imagine that. Imagine even the thought of that. A finger, preserved in a can of vegetables, shipped on a pallet of self-same cans, labels rubbing and scuffing as the truck rattled over potholes and gravel stretches, gearing up into the northlands, idling on single-level ferry decks, and reversing into ice-encrusted loading docks, after which some high school student on a part-time evening shift, or maybe even a contemporary of Norman’s, unloaded and shelved the can behind still others, and then each of them, one by one, were scooped into grocery baskets, tossed into carts, this particular can then sitting in his cupboard for months, a finger suspended in its darkness, until finally he opened it and poured its contents into a small pot on the rear element, covered it while he checked on the caribou steaks, noticed it, with an astonished eyebrow, only after he sat down to eat. 

The outside world had tracked him down and invaded his dinner. It pointed an accusing finger: You never made it back south.

But he’d heard of this kind of thing before. There was a story floating around his brain, maybe overheard at the pub or on the radio, of a little old lady and her hatchback. She’d been to the food bank in some city down south. The roads got wet and the temperature dropped. The accident shook her up, but she escaped unhurt. At first, the mechanics at her garage weren’t going to tell her—they were going to spare her something gruesome—but it was just too strange to conceal: they’d removed the passenger door panel thinking they could pop out the dents, and inside they found dozens of bones from a human hand. 

During coffee break, the mechanics huddled and smoked, connected the dots and arrived at a ghastly truth: the bones had been torn from a factory worker amputated in a machines mishap. The story got weirder when the little old lady said her son, estranged five years previous, was rumoured to have lost his hand at work in a car factory. The hand, said the universe, was his.

Billy wondered if maybe this was Norman coming home, pointing a finger: You never came to find me. He marvelled at the symmetry of things, the layers of events and objects. It would be fitting for Norman to come home in pieces, haphazardly, by fluke. 

Billy had of course been complicit in all Norman’s suffering, the bullying and the terrible grades, the clumsy body and vicious acne, the way even gentle adults curdled at the sight of him. The highrise was a culprit, too. So were Fort Fierce and the totality of the Northwest Territories. But Billy didn’t begrudge Norman his furious worldview. He sympathized. He’d felt the same way about his own parents.

His father moved them into Franklin Place after selling the home on Toronto Island. The building was still a premiere location at the time, full of the town’s most successful, educated, and moneyed residents. But the Franklin family settled into the top floor and kept to themselves, sending Billy into the world to collect rents and gather groceries. After the move, his mother’s palsy dramatically worsened, overpowering her medication as it reduced her to a shuddering stack of need and submission. 

Meanwhile, Indian kids beat up on Billy. White kids too. He suffered in school, his natural curiosity shrunken by fear. He tried to fight back, channelled the Ojibwa from the Island. But they weren’t his to call on, only visiting when he was alone, punching bruises into his thighs, swearing revenge and gnashing his teeth. Like Norman, he couldn’t wait to leave Fort Fierce and journey south, at least to Edmonton, but maybe to Calgary, Vancouver, Seattle. 

But then his father, on one of his frequent business trips south, crashed his personal plane into boreal Alberta under mysterious circumstances. His body was never recovered, and investigators said wolves might’ve torn it to pieces. His last radio transmission was panicked, unintelligible because someone else’s screaming overdrove the microphone.  

So Billy took care of his mother. This time, he behaved while his dad was gone. He tiptoed around the apartment, never wanting to wake her because she was always tired. He kept the place neat and clean, brought meals to her bed, and never complained about being in charge of the building. Every morning and night, Billy guided her from the bedroom to the bathtub, sponged warm water down the smooth skin of her back and washed her while they listened to the radio, while she jerked and bucked, chattered and trembled. For two years, he made her as comfortable as he could. And then, when he was nineteen, she died.

He couldn’t stand the apartment after the paramedics took her body away. He slipped out and trudged through the snow to the pub, where he slumped at the end of the bar and got so drunk he couldn’t remember leaving, or falling into the snowbank that would claim his left ear and a piece of his cheek. An hour after doctors sent him home he was busy patching drywall in a ground-floor apartment.

Billy inherited the highrise. He’d fallen in love with it while his mother died. He craved the comfort of their top-floor apartment, with the curtains drawn. He accepted the absence of his parents and tried to fill the space with himself. 

And he was grateful for the security of his job. His father’s fortune had been nearly bankrupted by a pattern of increasingly bizarre investments, including acres of arctic greenhouses that he’d kept in operation through several seasons of crop failure. The south reared up in his imagination, not a destination, but an unknown: ugly and foreboding, cratered with cruelty and malice. Billy decided to stay in Fort Fierce. He looked down on the town from the windows of his apartment. He didn’t like the balcony, an uneasiness in the wind out there, too much exposure so high above the trees, and all the unblinking ravens perched on the deck furniture he’d abandoned to their nests. Every month, collecting rent, Billy fixed his tenants with his deep, black eyes and blinked at them from across a gulf of ages. He’d become frightening, deformed, abominable, and no one bothered him in the pub or anywhere else. 

In the two years between his father’s death and his mother’s, and forever before, Billy never unlocked the grey door at the end of the maintenance room. It hadn’t been necessary. There hadn’t been time. He’d always had the right tools at hand, always been in a rush. He’d scarcely even noticed the door by the time his parents were gone. He was that used to overlooking it. But then a brazen mouse shot between his battered boots and squeezed underneath it, scurrying into the darkness on the other side, and Billy, trying one at a time all the keys on his heavy ring, retracted the deadbolt and stood at the top of the stairs leading to his father’s survival shelter.

The next day, at midnight, an eighteen-year-old girl flung herself from the fourteenth floor and fell, against the sun-smacked horizon, to her death. She landed in the bucket of someone’s truck, exploded like a sack of tomato juice and raw chicken, dented the metal and blew the air out of the tires. For a year afterwards, Billy had dreams filled with the sound the railing must’ve made when her feet pushed off, the metal thrumming in the air, vibrating in a black and steadying blur. He thought she must’ve heard it, too, maybe all the way down.

Her death marked a change in the character of Franklin Place. A confluence of forces—cutbacks at the mines, the gutting of the public sector, the closing of the fish plant, a money-losing gambit from the shipping company—all this washed ashore in the wake of the girl’s fall, and Billy watched his traditional tenancy drain away.

At first, he thought he might be able to wait out the downturn. He could cut corners like everyone else. He could meter utilities and separate them from rental costs, make them the responsibility of tenants. Some parts of the building, especially where vacancies were highest, could be cleaned less often. He’d charge for parking, both tenants and visitors. 

But he didn’t have the reserves to make it through the doldrums. Billy had to lower his rents and open his doors to the low-income market, the labour class of half-bred rednecks that beat him up in high school, the drunken Indians who managed to eke out a life off reserve, the known drug dealers and bar brawlers, the insurance fraudsters and welfare thieves. He tried to keep them on certain floors, like six and seven, and managed to retain a few respectable tenants in the upper reaches of the building, where he kept the apartments beautifully furnished and immaculately clean. By the time the economy picked back up, Franklin Place was a motley mix of lifestyle, ambition, race, and worldview. Billy’s vacancy rate couldn’t support a whole community of the upwardly mobile, and they settled in new housing developments on the other end of the municipality. Old Town, people started calling the neighbourhoods around Franklin Place, and the roads fell apart around the same time. 

One morning in late fall, during a light snowfall that softened the town’s hard, industrialized edges, Billy stood in the lobby and studied the Franklin Place registry. He ran his fingers over the surnames, all changed since his dad’s days, and in the glass he saw the deformities of his face. He put his forehead against the registry and closed his eyes. 

A tap on his shoulder. A finger. He turned around slowly, prepared to endure a string of insults, complaints about the state of the building, the backlog of work orders. But Sissy Ryans gave him a different performance: smiling, blinking, blushing. “I need your help, Mr. Franklin. If you don’t mind.”

In the elevator, he stared at his work-boots, could not look at her in tight, black jeans and white sneakers, a purple sweater and her black hair like rivers pouring on the floor. The only sounds were the clunk and whirl of the elevator, the gentle mashing of her teeth on a wad of gum. He did not resent her sixth-floor tenancy, could not, for the life of him, even remember putting her there. 

She practically skated down the hallway, hair streaming behind her as he rushed to keep up, ploughing into her back when she stopped at her apartment, mortified and electrified as he pressed her, for a wicked second, into the soft doorframe of her unit. Sissy giggled and, maybe, possibly—it felt like it—pushed back. 

“Uh… just in here, Mr. Franklin. Sorry to trip you up.”

Her apartment was a shambles, of course, because this, after all, was the ghetto he’d built. Cigarette smoke hung in the air. The floor was covered in mud and melted snow. Her furniture was falling apart: plastic lawn chairs, their backs broken, arranged around a dining room table with half the top-sheet scribbled on and picked away; his eyes flickered into the living room, where he saw a coffee table with no legs and a glass top, cracked in half, jagged and menacing; the couch had no cushions; the TV, for some reason, faced the wall. 

“I’m really sorry about the mess,” she said, trying to catch his eyes. “You know… um… Dylan, right? Dylan Perrin, right? The place is in his name—but I do live here, I do, but my name just isn’t on the lease, that’s all—and Dylan doesn’t keep it really all that clean, really Mr. Franklin. So I’m sorry about that. No disrespect.”

Billy straightened his back and shrugged. He, for a second, not quite, but almost, managed to look Sissy in the eye. “It’s okay, Miss Perrin. I know Dylan.” But he didn’t know her, was sure he’d never once seen her before, which of course didn’t mean much of anything, given what a recluse he’d become. 

She laughed again. “Oh, we’re not married, Dylan and me. No. My last name is Ryans. I’m Sissy Ryans. Not Miss Perrin.” She cupped a hand around the side of her mouth, looked him in the eyes again, and she whispered: “Thank God.”

He smiled, tried to bite it back but didn’t succeed. He smiled wider and couldn’t help himself: “Oh, I know Dylan,” he said. “Like… like I say. I know Dylan Perrin. Quite the handful, isn’t he?”

But he didn’t know Dylan Perrin, not really. He knew the police came by occasionally asking about him, but he didn’t know why. He knew Dylan Perrin was ritually late with his rent, that he’d gone into arrears by a month or two more than once. He knew Dylan Perrin had skulls and swords tattooed on his forearms, that he shaved his head but grew a thick, red beard. He knew he was afraid of men like Dylan Perrin, but he didn’t know them personally.

Sissy led him into the kitchen, to the twin sinks and the sticky, cluttered table. Self-consciously, she bumped into the counter, startled a burst of fruit flies sunken into the soft, browning peels of rotten bananas. The sinks were full of black water, slicks of grease, a gagging stink. 

“Sink’s blocked up,” she said apologetically. “Normally, Dylan snakes it or pours chemicals in there. But, uh... Dylan hasn’t really been around for a couple weeks.” She giggled, almost hysterically, and swatted fruit flies corkscrewing between them. “Sorry about the mess, Mr. Franklin.” 

Billy had to get his tools. He left Sissy up there, all apologies and aching attraction. When he came back and knocked on the door, Dylan swung it open, nearly tore it off the hinges. Billy was aware of his own mouth falling open, of fear thumping in his colon. He said nothing, just looked at Dylan’s solar plexus, tried hard to ignore the livid colour in his face, the red rims of his eyes and the veins bursting in his forearms. 

“The fuck is this? The fuck you in my place, Franklin? Answer! Think I don’t know my rights? Answer!”

And Billy, trying hard not to wipe Dylan’s spit from his cheeks and forehead, to pretend it wasn’t even there, summoned the will to speak: “Well, now, Dylan, Sissy asked me... she asked me to come and fix your sink. My job. I was doing my job.”

Dylan leaned out of the doorframe and into the hallway, brought his face very close to Billy’s, so that their noses were just centimetres apart, and Billy’s vision, central and peripheral, was completely filled with the entirety of Dylan Perrin, the stench of his rotten liver and the sight of his pockmarked forehead, the thin white scars in his eye sockets, the snarl of red hair obscuring his neck, chin, cheeks and lips.

“Sissy!” he bellowed. “Did you invite this one-eared gumbo into my apartment?” He waited a token second, then: “Oh! Wait! Right. It don’t matter. Her name ain’t on the fuckin’ lease. My name is on the fuckin’ lease, which means you need my fuckin’ permission to come inside. Otherwise, you’re invading my property, whether the sink happens to be plugged with my girlfriend’s Jesus Christ hair or not.”

The door slammed in his face, and Billy was spared the failure of not defending himself.

Two months later, Dylan Perrin was just as late with his rent. Billy stewed on the sixteenth floor. He poured over his books, unwilling to forgive the money for the sake of peace. He was enraged, because up there it was safe to be. There were the surnames in the lobby, Perrin’s in there like an affront to his father’s legacy, and Billy refused to conceive of a world that required Dylan’s permission to unstop a sink within that inheritance. 

He considered calling the RCMP and requesting an escort to Dylan’s door, so he could collect his rent without incident. But that would be a bad move, wouldn’t it? He’d be forfeiting self-control, giving Dylan the upper hand.

Underground, where his father had planned the family’s last stand, Billy had hidden all the guns in one room, erected a heavy wooden door, and padlocked it. In the other room, he left the cot and blanket, and sometimes, when the top floor was too stressful, he came to the bottom to escape insomnia. Now, he unlocked the door and stuffed one of the pistols into the belt of his pants. He’d use it if he had to. He felt sure of that, imagined, in an explosive flash, Dylan’s eyes crossing upward to understand the hole Billy just punched in his frontal lobe, a swoop of cordite curling between them.

But Dylan Perrin did not answer the door. It was Sissy, her hair in a ponytail and a look on her face like she’d been expecting him. 

“I’m really sorry, Mr. Franklin,” she said. “I don’t have the rent. I know that’s what you’re here for. But I just… I don’t have it.”

He would never be sure. Did he step toward her? Make a move? Was there something in his face? A bargain in his features? 

Or was it all on her initiative? Her who, without pressure from him, put her fingers and thumb in his retreating hairline, bit her lips and smiled, fingers warm and soft and heating the nape of his neck, pulling him over the threshold? 

The borders between people, the ones that would clear up a simple matter of who started what, seemed to dissolve right there in the doorframe, the vile expanse of Dylan Perrin’s apartment behind her, and behind Billy the threadbare carpet of his father’s hallway. He stiffened when he felt her fingers roll over the handle of the pistol, relaxed immediately after she moved on, pressed herself into him, her mouth and hands and hips.

“Wait,” he said. “Wait wait wait. Not here.” 

The underground cot was too small for two. They spilled over the sides, limbs on the cold concrete floor, hips pushing into the mattress, heavy breathing, until he finally stopped clenching, finally relaxed. They centred themselves on the mattress and curled into spoons, fell asleep, comfortable, a light bulb above and grey walls all around.

When they woke up, she whispered in his ear: “He’s not coming back, Mr. Franklin. I don’t know what to do. I don’t have a job or anything.”

The light was off. Her voice floated into his ear canal like a bird’s dream of swimming. 

“Billy,” he said. “You can call me that now.” 

She squeezed his waist. 

“He loses that place in a month,” Billy said, trying to sound stern. “By law. And then you can work for me. Clean the apartments and the hallways and stuff like that. We’ll find something. That man is pure trash.”

Her arms loosened. 

“Dylan doesn’t mean wrong, Billy. He just gets lost in himself is all.”

It went on like that for a month. They stole down into the underground, the Maxim gun unmentioned as they fumbled through buttons, zippers, and snaps, rallied the springs on his father’s simple cot, and then curled up together, dizzy travellers crossing porous borders.

Dylan didn’t come back. He lost the apartment and wouldn’t be able to rent from Franklin Place again. Billy didn’t want Sissy to clean the mess, and he didn’t want to do it himself, invade her privacy, stumble across her secrets. He contracted the job out, spent several hundred getting the apartment back up to snuff, even by sixth floor standards. Then he set her up in a bachelor on the tenth floor.

The living room was small, but bright at one in the afternoon. The two of them stood in the sun, soaking up the light, Billy savouring the heat on his skin. There were no drapes in the windows. He didn’t care who saw them. 

“It overlooks the river,” he said, pointing through the sliding glass at the frozen water below. “This is a good floor, too. No rednecks and Indians like on six.”

She put a finger to her lip, bit her nail, looked askance out the window. 

“You know I’m Indian, right. I’m Cree.”

“Oh,” he said quietly. He barely knew her. He’d barely asked. “But… I mean, that’s okay. I just. I guess I’m used to talking like that. Just words. I don’t mean anything bad or anything. I used to play Ojibwa warrior when I was a kid, you know.” 

She snorted, but not unkindly. He kept his distance and reached for a hug. She reached back, and he let her settle in another month before asking her to vacuum the lobby and hallways. 

In the spring, huge chunks of ice flowed north from Alberta. From the forest his father had crashed into. Ice-melt jammed the mouth of Little Raven Lake, and currents of black water swelled into pools, into bodies, and expanded into the streets, right up to the edge of the highrise parking lot.

Billy and Sissy sat in plastic chairs on her balcony, blowing into hot coffee and watching the river overflow.

“I’m pregnant,” she told him. “Six weeks along.” 

“Okay,” Billy grinned, putting his cup down, coffee sloshing over the rim. “Okay, amazing. You should move upstairs tonight, because I want you to be comfortable.”

 
 
 
- IV -
Norman was twenty-four when he came home. He came unannounced, took the elevator, knocked on Billy’s door and listened through the wood as his dad roused himself from the couch, hacking and sneezing, a late spring cold, his feet heavy on the floor as he made his way to the peephole. Norman lowered his head, fiddled with the nickels in his pockets and wriggled his toes in his soaking boots. His father hung behind the peephole for a long time, storm cloud ready to pour, a sudden thunder of retracting deadbolts and collapsing chain-locks, the door silent on its hinges and then his father’s face, deformities exacerbated with age, and tears spilling down his cheeks. They hugged, clutching. 

Billy stared at Norman’s hands during dinner, his lips moving, chin bobbing ten times, over and over, as if he were counting and recounting. There were too many questions for Billy to arrange. He put forward partial inquiries, shook his head, something out of order, stopped and cut into his steak, tried another question and discarded it half-asked.

“So,” he finally declared, putting down his utensils, twirling his bottle of beer, “what do you think of the building?”

Norman looked for words. Gentle ones.

“Different than I remember,” he said, pushing his lower lip into the bristles of his moustache. “The lobby. Thought I seen silt on the walls.”

“Yeah. Flooding. It’s been coming into the building the past five years, now and then. Maybe three of those springs. This year was really bad. Water came right inside the lobby, flooded some of the ground floor units.”

“Messed up.”

“They say it’s the flow. The scientists and people. Environmentalists. It flows too fast now, jams the ice up at the mouth of the lake. It’s getting hotter every spring. That’s what they say.” He chewed. “I think I notice it too.”

They went back and forth like that all night. Their plates were emptied. Steak sauce hardened on the tines of their forks. Empty bottles amassed between them. Norman saw the topic of his mother in the corner of Billy’s mouth, on the tip of his tongue, in the way he kept lifting his eyebrows during silences. But neither of them got started on her. 

At midnight, when they’d drunk all the beer and began to feel maudlin, when either one of them might’ve spoken her name, conjured her a seat at the table, hair swirling around them like an angry spirit, they stood up and went to bed. 

Norman slept where his grandmother died, the same room he grew up in. He marvelled at the symmetry of events and objects. He stared at the little inuksuk on the nightstand—Welcome—and spiralled into a cramped and wooden sleep.

Sissy had left a message on the bottom of inuksuk. She’d carved it maybe with a fruit knife or a screwdriver—the word Abitibi—and even though Norman had no idea she’d been the one to leave it, that he would find her there if he made the trip, Lake Abitibi grew mythical in his mind. 

He left home when he was twenty, jumped the train in the middle of the summer, no idea exactly where it was going, vaguely south, infinite farmland streaming by under the crack in the door, sparrows diving along the horizon, rows of cattle with swinging tails and circling flies. 

A drifter woke him up, said his name was Ronny: grey hair splattered across his beard, knobby fingers dangling from the sleeves of a black wool sweater, no front teeth. The train was picking up speed. They passed a bottle back and forth, moonshine, said Ronny, and he had a brown bag full of cigarette butts, a pack of mostly sodden rolling papers, and they smoked butt bombs as the train clacked through the night. Norman didn’t remember falling asleep. The sun was rising when he woke up, rouge blooming at the bottom of the sky, reaching into the train car, and Ronny was standing a few feet away, swaying on the spot, very drunk as he masturbated. Norman rushed past him and leapt from the train, a bullwhip of pain in his ankle as he crashed into the landscape. 

Hippie-punks picked him up somewhere in Saskatchewan. The girl’s name was Wendy. She rolled joints in the passenger seat, chewed on a purple dreadlock and glanced at him continually through the rear-view mirror. Her boyfriend was Lewis. Wooden beads hung from the nappy, blond hair on his neck and swayed when he braked for prairie dogs. Together, high above the road in a dented, black van, they struck Norman as something intensely southern, hinted at by the kids in Fort Fierce who came to school in Nirvana t-shirts, but never properly imagined in a place so remote. They took him as an oddity too, a refugee from rural romantica, from an ice flow, a half-breed, saddled with colonial injustice, rebel allure, charming in spite of his mullet and moustache, acne lingering on his cheeks and forehead.

He stayed with them for months. They brewed their own beer in the back of the van, had a map of all the Indian reserves in northern Saskatchewan, did the rounds bootlegging. They slept in the van or in abandoned farmhouses all over the countryside. Once, stoned and drunk, the three of them fell asleep around a cooking fire. It was too late by the time Wendy woke up coughing. They raced across the darkened field toward the van as the roof belched flames and the grass caught fire. 

It was late fall, near the border to Manitoba, when Lewis traded two gallons of beer for half an ounce of magic mushrooms. Norman had heard about mushrooms in Fort Fierce, even knew a lot of people who did them, but he was never the kind of kid anyone sold drugs to. Up on the roof of a long forgotten barn, the sky above hammered with stars, his stomach lurched as he tried to choke down a handful of brown caps and beige stems. 

An hour later, he started to yawn and giggle. Stars wept light and he mistook a stand of trees for people. Wendy made the first move, her rough-skinned hand on the knee of his jeans, lips wet against his ear. He lay back on rotten shingles as she climbed on top, was dimly aware of Lewis grunting beside them, couldn’t tell whose hands caressed his cheeks and was unable to determine gender or personality in the bolts of flesh flashing through the night. 

At some point, Lewis began to scream, and when Norman and Wendy finally heard him, finally registered his tears and the blood dripping from the corner of his mouth, they were naked and cold and a soaking darkness ate the stars. Lewis pointed, rife with accusation, and Norman saw himself from a vantage elsewhere: between his hands, cradled in his palms, he held Wendy’s moaning face, her eyes savage with lust and her body twitching between him, a sucking sound, colossal in volume. 

“Exclusion!” Lewis roared. “Insanity! Betrayal!”

And then the ground inhaled him, because he dropped rapidly from the roof and was submerged to the chest in whatever swamp of shadows had gathered down there, pulsating with resentment. 

Hours later, days, maybe years, Norman achieved the simple understanding that he was on the roof of a barn in the prairies, naked with a girl he’d met four or five months before, de-virginized in the pong of her unwashed flesh, and that her boyfriend, who had the keys to a suspicious, black van, had fled the situation in a pique of jealousy—and Norman had perhaps kissed him at some point before losing himself to the girl. 

He didn’t relate these details to his father the day after he came back to Fort Fierce. The two of them were renovating a room on the ground floor, scraping away a light build-up of water mould from the bathroom ceiling, touching up the paint in the living room, and Norman didn’t tell Billy about the eighteen months they spent on the streets of Winnipeg, long months throughout which Wendy sucked off spoiled athletes, hay-day gamblers, and furtive husbands, stuffing their money in her stockings, while Norman made his lucre selling booze after hours. 

When Billy dropped his tools, literally dropped them, and told Norman to follow him, led him into the utility room, past the fuse boxes and hanging brooms, the questions about Sissy were all but asked. Norman knew he’d never be made to explain how Wendy disappeared one winter, how in the spring her body was pulled naked and hideous from the Red River, how Norman remembered his destination—Welcome!—only when he’d been robbed at gun point by three men in ski masks, the booze trade no longer a viable business. 

“I guess it’s time you saw this,” Billy said, keying into a grey door Norman had never noticed before. 

After the robbery, purpose renewed, he’d gone directly from Winnipeg to Lake Abitibi. He met Sissy on the first day, but he’d never seen her in person and didn’t know who she was when she reached across the counter of a local hotel and handed him a room key. He’d been too tired to notice her eyes widen when he signed his name, and when she knocked on the door an hour later, he was fast asleep. 

Billy led his son down the steps and into the crawl spaces. They sat side by side on the cot and Norman knew his father would go after her. Mould spotted the grey walls from the flooding, and his father said they’d have to be sure to clean it, or it would infect the whole building.

In Abitibi, Norman had woken up the next day at noon. Sissy was waiting for him in the parking lot, cold coffees in the cup-holders of her Datsun, the ashtray over-flowing with the cigarettes she’d been smoking while she waited for Norman William Thomas Franklin to come outside and stake his claim. 

“Did she ask about me?” Billy blurted. “Was she with Dylan Perrin?”

Norman brushed over his part of the story, about how Sissy had tailed him to a diner, waited until he was served an all-day breakfast, coffee like tar, and sat down across from him, crashed into the booth, feather earrings swinging and the vibe of a crazy lady all about her, black hair hurricane-blown and eyes puffy, red, frightened. 

“What took you so long?” she rasped, voice gravelled from the cigarettes. 

He tilted his head. Gradually, Norman recognized her from pictures, knew suddenly that he’d been coming to see her all along, that she’d inscribed the bottom of the inuksuk, and that he’d known that all along, as well. 

“I got lost,” he told her.

She talked about Iroquois Falls downriver from the Lake. It was Cree land until the Iroquois invaded. Back then, an old woman was captured by raiders and taken in their canoes. As they approached the rapids, the men asked if they had to portage. The woman said the passage was safe, but shallow, and it would be better if she got out and walked ahead, so she wouldn’t weigh down the boats. The men trained their arrows on her back and followed without looking forward. 

Their boats were swept off the cliff on founts of thrashing water and they were dashed against the rocks below, ruined bodies floating dead in the roaring shadow of the cataract. The old woman, justified in her actions, still felt guilty about the loss of life, the doom of the long fall and the smash of impact, so when the next group of invaders arrived, oars splashing in the river, she warned them away, telling them the waterfalls were impassable and pointing to the lost spirits of their brothers haunting the shoreline in forms forlorn. The men were overcome with homesickness and turned their canoes around, but a harsh and unforgiving vengeance pursued them and killed them in their camps. The old woman could not change. 

“She said she was sorry for what she put us through,” he told his father. “She said she didn’t mean anything by it. She just got lost in herself sometimes. That’s all.”

He moved his stuff into her house that afternoon. It was messy, but not like her apartment with Dylan at Franklin Place. There were cats crawling all over the property, dream-catchers hanging in the windows, magazines piled up on tables and books falling off the shelves. The floor was strewn with throw pillows, and Sissy would plop down in the strangest places—in the hallway or the kitchen or the front entrance—and she would stare at the ceiling and lightly move her lips.

She convinced her boss to hire Norman part-time—just so you have structure, because everything for you here is free—and Norman learned how to run the hotel, clean rooms, collect keys, process payments. 

He kept to himself, just like in Fort Fierce. He stayed in the living room and watched TV, realized that he was very interested in the world, always had been, but did not want to read about it, found it more rewarding to watch it on screen, to see it: documentaries, talk shows, news hours, recreations, dramas. He spent hours in front of the television watching the world.

Then Sissy didn’t come to work one day. She wasn’t at home, either. She called the following morning and told him she’d be in Manitoba for a couple weeks. She asked him to look after the cats, said she’d be back soon. Norman waited six months before things began to change.

He was comfortable while he waited. He cleaned her apartment, organized her collections and felt himself grow into the atmosphere. He might’ve stayed there forever, inching back and forth between the television and the hotel: a life of quiet simplicity. But when Sissy didn’t come back, when it seemed like she might never come back at all, the hotel owner fired Norman, out of spite. He knew his mother was sleeping with the guy. He knew she occasionally slept with the landlord, too, because right around the same time, the rent in arrears for months, Norman was evicted, so he let the cats loose and gave up. He was no longer comfortable, and he didn’t bother to look for his mother when he passed through Manitoba on the way home.

 
 
 
- V -
Of course Billy went to find her. Manitoba wasn’t that big, not really, so Sissy couldn’t be that far. Not really. They might bump into each other. She might apologize in person. The time had come to sell Franklin Place anyway, and he managed to interest the Reginald Group, who, after investigating the property, paid him almost nothing, just enough to settle up with his creditors and put the edifice behind him. He encouraged Norman to apply for the superintendent’s position, and once the Reginalds hired his son, Billy bought a second-hand truck and drove south to Alberta, down the only road out, then southeast across the prairies to Manitoba. 

Four days later, he pulled into the parking lot of a motel outside Brandon. It was winter, mild and drizzling, bright and grey for the whole, long day. He lay in bed and watched the news, focused intently on the TV screen, tried hard to anchor himself in the world south of sixty, where he hadn’t been since his parents abandoned Toronto a generation before. He stayed inside for three days, ordering pizza for lunch and dinner, eating it cold for breakfast.

When he’d been gone a week, there was a knock at the door. He shot upright in bed, brushed crumbs off his chest, caught sight of himself in the mirror over the dresser and cringed: a face that only Sissy had loved. 

But it wasn’t her. The maid, a stocky woman named Gwen, bushy eyebrows and a shy grin. She wanted to give him fresh towels and clean sheets. She asked him to pay for another week at reception. He nodded, brushed against her on his way past. 

In the lobby, a lanky man in a long, black coat filled the room with outrage. He gestured at the clerk with an umbrella, water splattering the desk, landing on the clerk’s t-shirt. The man was the owner. The boss. He wore fury on his face like it was born there. He accused the clerk of stealing, said he would never hire a teenager again. He would go through the books and press charges. He was calling the police right now. The clerk jumped up, spat on the desk, and marched out the door.

Billy worked his first shift that same night, and he stayed on the payroll for years. The motel was slow, ever less profitable as cheaper options proliferated in the city. He watched TV in the office, comfortable in a leather captain’s chair. Sometimes, after Gwen finished cleaning the rooms, the two of them played cards, simple games like Hearts and Crazy Eights. 

On New Year’s Eve, a little bit drunk from the whiskey Gwen brought to work, they kissed. Billy lived in one of the rooms, sparse brown carpets and a fruit-and-flowers still-life pinned to the wall above his bed with wire and a disintegrating nail. He made love to Gwen on sheets she would replace the next day: tucked clean and tight under the mattress, and she smiled at herself in the mirror on the way out of the room. 

The spring was warm when Billy died of a heart attack in the shower. Gwen was cleaning rooms no one rented anymore. She spent the morning dusting and wiping, scrubbing and sweeping, smiling in all the mirrors above the dressers. The night before, she’d beaten him in cards, but fudged the score to make it look like he’d won.

The water was cold by the time she found his body. His palm had blocked the drain and the shower overflowed into the room, soaking the carpet. Gwen kneeled in the flood. She gathered Billy against her chest and tried to warm him, but he was too wet, and too cold, so she put him in bed, called an ambulance, and sat beside him to wait.

 
 
 
- VI -
Norman sometimes slept in the underground. He felt safe around the guns, surrounded by grey walls. He liked how his tenants couldn’t find him, how the worst among them could fight and drink and do drugs, kill each other if they wanted, take shots at the police, and none of their belligerence could touch him.   

He hid down there after Gwen called. Sank into the cot and tried to picture his parents fumbling under the blanket, the remaining minutes of their lives locking into place, a staggering geometry of moments leading relentlessly to the one he was experiencing right then, the past laying constant siege to the future—freezing, thawing, and flowing—pieces spread all over. 

Soon, the double-homicide would bring Constable Morris to his apartment door. The rest would happen fast. By mid-winter, the building inspectors would be called and Franklin Place would be condemned. Norman, like so many others, would disappear, if only for a short while. Tenants would bring a class action suit against the Reginald Group. Their lungs were filthy with mould, sinuses stuffed with spores, heads pounding with toxins. The building would be razed, the end of an era according to the local paper; the editors sent their photographer to cover the demolition.

But first, the river had to burst, which it did during Norman’s mournful sleep below the surface. A winter’s worth of unusually heavy snow drained into the Albertan watershed that feeds Little Raven Lake. The ice broke up over the course of the morning, great slabs of it bobbing in the northbound current, all of them clotting up the river, amassing at the mouth of the lake, squeezing muskrats and white fish out of the current. By afternoon, water encroached on the part of Fort Fierce known as Old Town, the trailer parks and bungalows, the rutted roads and ATV trails. 

Norman’s muscles were stiff, almost paralysed. Pain woke him up, his teeth chattering like machines. Black water flooded the crawl spaces, more of it seeping under the door, oozing through cracks in the concrete, the sound of its constant collection like glass shattering in slow motion. Norman’s body lifted off the cot, still now as it sloshed on the surface of the flood, rising upward, floating like a corpse. His lips turned blue as he stared at the ceiling, mould blossoming right before his eyes. He thought of his grandfather’s guns, pictured them drifting silently along the floor of the underground, a secret hidden beneath a building and a flood. He understood the Maxim gun would be ruined, but he hoped the others would work in the near future. Shivering and numb, he swam down to find them.

 
 
[image: image.png]

 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Paul Carlucci’ s stories have been published or are forthcoming in The Fiddlehead, The New Quarterly, The Puritan, Descant, Riddle Fence, The Malahat Review, Carousel, subTerrain, and a few others. He wrote The Secret Life of Fission, winner of the 2013 Danuta Gleed Award, and House of Anansi is publishing his second collection in winter 2017.
 
 
[image: image-1.png]

 
 
LF #084 
© 2015 Paul Carlucci
Published by Little Fiction | Big Truths, August 2015. Cover design by Troy Palmer. Building icon created by Benoit Champy from the Noun Project.
 
Read more stories at littlefiction.com

OPS/images/cover-image.png





OPS/images/image-1.png





OPS/images/image.png





