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One

By dusk, the tourist trade had slowed, but the horse 
was still standing in harness, his head deep in the 
feed bucket. All around him, a gang of pigeons 
flapped and argued for the grain that spilled on 

the asphalt, a noisy whirlwind of activity which the big an-
imal made an effort to tolerate—a generous gesture on his 
part because he didn’t seem to tolerate much else.

He was of mixed breed, a sturdy draft with American-
Belgian genes and a handsome coloration, which 
aficionados would describe as red sorrel with flaxen mane 
and tail. At well over seventeen hands in height, he was 
easily capable of drawing the carriage to which he was 
attached, a four-wheeled barouche known here on the 
heritage streets of Montréal as a calèche. The only problem 
was that he was beginning to show his age.

His limbs were stiffening and his coat had become 
slightly chafed from the constant wear of the straps. Even 
his character was changing. He’d always been grumpy by 
nature, but these days, his disposition was considerably 
more irritable and his temper frayed frequently. Often 
that’s the sign of some affliction, but after exhaustive tests, 
the vet had said there was nothing physically wrong with 
him. He’d simply turned into a senior citizen.
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Behind him on the driver’s bench sat his owner, 
Jacqueline. She was the one who’d given him the name 
of Groucho. It was just a joke at first, a play on the word 
“grouchy” which she had blurted out once while in a drunk-
en stupor, but somehow it stuck, mostly because it got an 
appreciative laugh from the paying passengers.

Jacqueline was a tough-looking woman, with a short 
crop of bleached hair, a broad physique, and a ruddy com-
plexion from long exposure to a climate of wide extremes. 
Even today in the stiff fall breeze, she wore her regular 
outfit: an oversized cotton sports shirt in faded yellow, 
tucked into sagging cargo shorts.

On her feet were well-worn trainers and on her hands, 
a pair of leather half-gloves with studs on the knuckles. 
In typical fashion, she sat with her elbows on her knees, 
smoking her way through an evil black cheroot as she 
waited for her final customers of the day.

Five, ten, fifteen minutes passed. On each side of the 
narrow street, the lights of the gray stone offices cast their 
soft yellow glow. In the meantime, Groucho continued to 
eat, his massive head bobbing in search of the bottom-
most grain. Vehicles passed by, some a little too close, and 
he displayed his annoyance with a single stomp of his hoof. 
For a moment, it scared off some of the birds, but they 
were soon back. Finally, Jacqueline looked at her watch and 
tossed the finished butt to the ground. Her decision had 
been made. There would be no more business this evening. 
Time to pick up the feed bucket and take the ritual drive 
back to the stable.

Groucho was not only sullen, he could also be down-
right lazy on occasion, but he knew the route home well 
enough and as soon as traffic allowed, he broke into an ea-
ger trot. As always, he made his way along the harbor-front 
area where the bars and the bistros were already starting 
to come alive, then branched off, taking the familiar short-
cut past the historic fire station on Place d’ Youville.
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It was never clear at which point along the journey 
Jacqueline’s years of self-abuse finally caught up with her, 
but the fatal coronary must have occurred somewhere be-
tween the post-industrial streets of Griffintown and the 
final destination of Pointe St. Charles, a working class dis-
trict on the south side of the Lachine Canal. As she took her 
last breath, her head slumped and her body gave out, but 
she remained propped up by the calèche bench, the lines 
loosely draped in her gloved hands.

The horse must have sensed something but kept going 
anyway, maintaining his pace, unerring in his sense of di-
rection. When he at last reached the familiar side street, 
he slowed as usual, turned into the fenced compound and 
came to a standstill, breathing hard and glistening with a 
fine layer of sweat as he waited for the wooden doors to be 
opened. Like the district that surrounded it, the building 
was long past its best days. It took some time before the 
owner arrived, a raw-boned man in his late seventies, fit 
for his age, with a full thatch of iron-gray hair.

According to his birth certificate, he was Patrick Doyle 
O’ Shaughnessy, but he’d always called himself Doyle and 
that’s how he had come to be known. It was here in the 
five-horse stable that he both lived and worked, a perma-
nent local fixture, a human landmark in a community that 
most people chose to leave as soon as they could afford to 
do so.

“What’s going on?” he asked, as he got busy hauling the 
first door back. “Why don’t you ring the bell? What d’ you 
think it’s there for?” The device to which he was referring 
was a rudimentary invention of his own, which a driver 
could sound by tugging on a knotted cord while still seated 
on the bench.

Without even looking up, Doyle turned his attention 
to the second door while continuing the kind of grievance 
only uttered within the familiarity of a long friendship. 
“Can’t see through the wall, y’know. How‘m I supposed 
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to know you’re here if you don’t…?” That’s when he real-
ized the horse was snorting impatiently, still waiting to be 
unhitched.

“Jacqueline?” he called out. He came around to see what 
the problem might be and found the woman still on her 
bench, immobile, her jaw open and her eyes glassy. That’s 
when the shock set in. “Oh, merciful God.”



Two

“My mother was . . . Well, we all know what 
my mother was.”
So began the eulogy of the damned by 
Jacqueline’s thirty-something daughter, 

Louise, speaking in her broad, street-style French.
In looks, Louise was more like her biological father, 

even though she’d never actually met him, with a pale com-
plexion, lean body, and light-brown hair, which she wore 
collar-length. But when it came to attitude, she was more 
like her mother, far more than she would ever admit. She 
considered herself one of life’s victims and didn’t mind 
who knew it.

In this case, the stark effect of her words, especially 
those that went unspoken, caused discomfort within the 
traditional church setting, and there was some murmur-
ing and shuffling. As for Doyle O’ Shaughnessy, sitting in 
the third row, all he did was look down and give a slight 
shake of his head. Unlike some, he didn’t mind the truth, 
no matter how blunt. It was the fact that Louise would say 
such a thing here, at a time like this.

Doyle knew all about the estranged situation between 
mother and daughter, and he’d also known Jacqueline well 
enough to understand why the relationship was like that. 
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Sometimes she just liked to scream at the world for no ap-
parent reason. It didn’t occur often, not on the street in 
front of the tourists, for example, and never at the horse 
that she adored.

But when it did take place, it was a fearsome sight to 
behold, a terrifying release of the anger and the rage that 
seemed to come from out of nowhere and, at those times, 
it took all his perseverance just to calm her down. He 
wouldn’t have bothered for anyone else, but Jacqueline was 
special in his life. Jacqueline helped him, taking the time 
to explain his mail and his bills, which always seemed so 
complicated, and giving him little tips about how to cope 
with this or that. And now? Now he wasn’t sure what he 
was going to do without her.

He glanced over at the priest, an intensely serious 
young man, who was clearly embarrassed, both by Louise’s 
opening line and by the silence which ensued. He was new 
to the diocese and very anxious to do well by everyone.

As it happened, there weren’t too many at the modest 
church of St-Matthieu in Verdun, less than a couple dozen 
scattered among the worn wooden pews. It was a dark, old 
building in a generally poor state of repair. Today, in addi-
tion to the normal atmosphere of dust and mold, there was 
something else in the air; the gentle fragrance of manure 
that Doyle and some others in the congregation had inad-
vertently tracked in.

“I never loved my mother,” Louise was saying, once 
again exhibiting a little too much honesty for the occasion. 
“But I guess she did give birth to me, ten hours in labor, 
or so she always told me. And she did somehow raise me 
on her own, which was no picnic, I can tell you, for her or 
for me. But later, when I grew older…Well, yeah, that was 
something else.

“By that time, she was into the booze and the pills with 
all her dope-head friends, the ones she picked up off the 
street, some of them even younger than me.” She paused 
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to glance at the young priest. “Yeah, I can see you looking 
at me, Father, but what can I say? I know you don’t want to 
hear all this in your nice church, but the truth is the truth 
and there’s no point hiding it. God sees everything, right? 
Isn’t that what you believe?” For a moment, she gazed 
around at the congregation.

“Anyways,” she continued, “one night when I was six-
teen, I said something, you know, for the first time and 
she went crazy, half-killed me, then threw me out. I mean, 
physically threw me out, just like that. No money, no noth-
ing. Screamed at me, called me an ungrateful little . . . Well, 
never mind what she called me. So after that, I never went 
back, not once. Only place I ever saw her was at the bar and 
even then, we didn’t talk much because mostly I tried to 
avoid her.

“Did she have any good qualities, like I’m supposed to 
mention here? That’s a good question. I guess she did in 
her own way, not that I can think of too many. No, wait . . 
. she loved the horse, I’ll say that for her. Yeah, that good-
for-nothing big lump of horse flesh, with a temper just like 
hers. If you ask me, they were a good match, the two of 
them. And now she’s gone, all I can say is I hope they have a 
horse up there, wherever she is, because if they don’t, God 
help the angels. Thank you.”

Doyle’s language skills weren’t good enough to catch 
every word of Louise’s French but he knew enough from his 
childhood days playing shinny in the streets of the Pointe 
to catch the gist—and what she was saying was more than 
he wanted to hear. So when it was his turn to get up and 
offer a few words, he decided he’d better keep it short. Just 
a few essentials, he thought, just enough that people could 
maybe know Jacqueline’s other side too.

Once he was on his feet, however, he found he could 
hardly speak at all. He just stared out at the expectant fac-
es and thought of Jacqueline, and he could say little, even 
in English. In the end, he simply said, “She was my friend.”
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After that, his voice was trapped somewhere in the 
back of his throat and he couldn’t seem to continue. After 
an empty few seconds, he wiped a moist eye with his fin-
ger and went back to his seat, very self-conscious about his 
failure.

Nobody said anything though, and, following another 
hymn, the ordeal was over for everyone. Even the young 
priest seemed to be thankful as he stood at the door-
way handing out his goodbyes like gifts to the few who’d 
attended.

“Sorry about the smell,” Doyle said as he filed past. But 
then he couldn’t resist adding, “The Lord Jesus was born 
in a stable, y’know.” It was something his father often said. 
Then he nodded briefly to himself as if in confirmation and 
went on his way, leaving the priest to stare after him.

Outside, the morning drizzle had graduated to a squall, 
dampening the asphalt of Verdun and blowing around 
newspaper sheets from a tipped trash can. On the opposite 
corner, people waiting for a bus huddled under the narrow 
shelter, while, a block away, a couple of men pasting up a 
new billboard decided the worsening weather was a good 
excuse to go for an early lunch, leaving half a cosmetic 
model’s face to do battle with half a family sedan.

The rain also caused Jacqueline’s daughter, Louise, to 
quicken her pace in order to catch up to the old man, but 
it wasn’t easy. She was wearing her best heels this morn-
ing, not because of her mother, but because the service was 
being held at a church and it was necessary to be respect-
ful. Of course, the blasphemous words she’d uttered had 
totally negated the effect of dressing up nicely but, in her 
mind, that couldn’t be helped. She reached him just as he 
was climbing into his battered van. It had once been white 
in color but that was in the distant past, before the scrapes 
and the dents and the rust had taken their toll.
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“Excuse me, Mr. Doyle,” she said in English.
He looked down at her from the driver’s seat, the door 

still open. “No, just Doyle.”
She didn’t really care what his name was. “Can I talk to 

you? I mean, I think there are some things we need to talk 
about.”

Doyle gazed at her for a moment, then out at the rain. 
“Wanna lift?”

She wasn’t sure. On the one hand, the van stank worse 
than the old man. On the other, the line was lengthening 
at the bus stop and there was no bus in sight. “Sure,” she 
replied, then walked around the other side, opened up the 
rattling door, and hauled herself in, heels and all. For a mo-
ment, she had to hold her breath until she could get used to 
the obnoxious odor.

“That’s the manure does that,” he explained. “This is 
how I make my deliveries, like this, in the van. I get some of 
them plastic bags and put the manure in and I sell it to the 
gardening place, except they want me to deliver it too, so 
I do. But me, I don’t notice the smell any more. Well, sixty 
years now, working with the horses. Sixty years, man and 
boy. Took over from my father. He had the stable before 
me. But his name was Bailey, y’know? Patrick Bailey O’ 
Shaughnessy. Mine’s Patrick Doyle O’ Shaughnessy. Neither 
of us liked being called Paddy, so we both used our middle 
names. Funny, that, don’t you think?”

Louise glanced at him. She was wondering how it 
was he could talk so much now, yet back in the church, 
he couldn’t seem to say a word. “Yeah, it’s funny,” she said 
without smiling.

He placed the key carefully in the ignition and turned it 
once, then twice more before the engine coughed into life, 
causing the entire vehicle to tremble. Then he jabbed his 
left foot on the worn rubber of the clutch and crashed the 
lever forward into first gear. “Where d’you want to go?”
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“Just over on Wellington. I need to get back to work.”
“You work on Wellington? That’s where your mother  . 

. .”
“That’s where she drank, I know. Same bar where I 

work.”
If Doyle was surprised, he didn’t show it. “I used to go 

drinking with your mother, once upon a time. Not there, 
though, down in LaSalle, before I swore off the stuff. Had 
to give it up, no choice. What happened was a doctor at the 
General told me it was going to kill me and that sobered 
me up all right. He told your mother the same thing but she 
didn’t listen.”

“So I guess he was right.”
“I guess he was, at that.”
They headed up Bannantyne, past the pizzerias and 

the car lots and the duplex apartments, until they reached 
Galt, where Doyle guided the van into the right-side lane, 
squeezing in behind an oversized beer truck. His wipers 
didn’t work too well and the windshield was smeared.

While the light held red, Doyle said, “What d’you wan-
na do with the horse?”

She looked at him, but he was intent on observing the 
traffic around him, frequently adjusting the chipped rear 
view mirror, which kept slipping out of place. “That’s what 
I wanted to talk to you about,” she replied. This wasn’t 
easy for her, coping with the burden of her mother’s death 
on top of everything else going on in her life. While the old 
man next to her had become more talkative, she felt like 
she’d gone in the reverse direction, from her outspoken re-
action in the church to a kind of withdrawn isolation now. 
She couldn’t explain it, even to herself.

She could see that he was waiting for her to say some-
thing else but all she managed was, “It’s green.” She was 
referring to the traffic light.
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They turned the corner and drove on toward Rue 
Wellington, yet another of the strange French-British 
anachronisms that had somehow been preserved in this 
schizophrenic town. It took all Doyle’s strength and con-
centration to crunch his way down the gears, so she waited 
again, until she couldn’t hold it back any longer.

“I don’t want it,” she said suddenly.
“What’s that?”
By this time, it was obvious he’d forgotten what they 

were talking about. “I don’t want it,” she repeated. “My 
mother’s horse. I don’t want it.”

It was the last thing he expected to hear and his ex-
pression proved it. “What d’you mean, you don’t want it?”

“It was hers.”
“I know. I know it was hers.”
“So I don’t want it. I don’t want anything if it was hers.”
He didn’t respond immediately. He needed time for it 

to sink in. “But that’s Groucho,” he said. “He’s a good horse.”
“No, he’s not. He’s a big, lazy, stubborn horse.”
“No, you’re wrong there.”
“Sure he is. Even my mother said it.”
He acknowledged her point. “Maybe, but she didn’t 

mean it. She used to get into moods, your mother, but she 
loved that horse.”

“Yeah . . . Yeah, I know.”
“She bought him young, did you know that? What I 

mean to say is, they were together a long time. He’s got his 
ways, Groucho, but she never got upset, never cursed him, 
not in all those years.”

“He had the accident that time.”
“That wasn’t his fault and she knew it,” said Doyle.
It happened when a taxi driver ran a stop sign while 

talking on a cell phone. If it hadn’t been for Groucho reacting 
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as he did, the calèche might have become a pile of firewood 
with her mother under it. As it was, the taxi swerved into a 
fire hydrant, and the calèche wound up with two wheels on 
the sidewalk. But since both drivers were issued tickets by 
the police, the result was technically a tie. According to the 
law as defined by two young officers in a cruiser, both the 
taxi driver and the calèche driver were equally to blame. 
This was another event that had set Jacqueline off on one 
of her rants, this particular episode lasting almost a week.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Louise, dismissing all further 
discussion of the topic. “I just don’t want it.”

“Him.”
“Excuse me?”
“He’s a male horse, what they call a stallion. That means 

he’s a ‘him’ not an ‘it’.”
Louise was becoming exasperated with the whole con-

versation. “Listen. Just listen, okay? I don’t want him, or it, 
or anything to do with that animal. Is that clear enough? 
Pull in over there.”

“Where?”
“There, right there,” she said, pointing to an illegal 

space at the end of a row of parking meters.
Doyle did as he was told, wrestled the shift into neu-

tral, and heaved on the hand brake. “What do you want me 
to do with him?”

“What do I care?”
“You want me to sell him?”
“Who’s going to buy an old animal like that? Maybe the 

glue factory. That what you mean?”
Doyle was genuinely shocked at the suggestion. “No,” 

he said.
“Cool it, I was just joking, okay? What I mean is, do 

what you want with him. Keep him, sell him, whatever you 
like. He’s yours.”
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“Mine?”
“Are you deaf or something?”
“No.”
“So what’s the problem? Why can’t you understand? I’ll 

say it slowly. I’m . . . giving . . . him . . . to . . . you.”
Doyle ignored the patronizing attitude. “What am I go-

ing to do with him?”
“I don’t know. You got a stable, don’t you?”
“Sure, but  . . .”
“But what?”
“They pay rent, the drivers. They pay me rent. If 

Groucho’s there, who pays me the rent?”
“Not me, that’s for damn sure.”
“I’ll have to feed him, look after him. There’s supplies, 

there’s labor cost. And the vet once a year. And the farrier. 
And the space he’s taking up . . . And he needs exercise. 
Who’s going to give him exercise?”

Louise tugged on the metal door handle, which almost 
came off in her hand. “You got your problems, I got mine,” 
she said as she clambered out, nearly twisting an ankle on 
her thin heel. She was happy to be out of there, out of that 
disgusting smell. “Thanks for the ride. Enjoy the horse.”

And that was it, as far as she was concerned. She’d said 
what she wanted to say, so she simply slammed the door 
shut and cut through a break in the oncoming traffic, try-
ing not to get soaked from the tire spray.

Across the street was Chez le Diable, where she 
worked. The Devil’s Place. It billed itself as a bar-resto, an 
attempt at trendy Parisian French, but it had been a long 
time since the establishment was trendy. The sign above 
the entrance hadn’t changed for as long as anyone could 
recall and nor had the decor inside. It was owned and oper-
ated by a middle-aged, ex-disco king called Clément Delisle 
who had thought it might be a suitable retirement haven 
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but he’d miscalculated. It hardly broke even, leaving him 
very much soured on the whole deal.

Louise was already later than the time she said she’d 
be back, so she knew she’d have some fast explaining to 
do. The excuse of a funeral wouldn’t cut much ice with 
Clément. Then, tonight, she had that unfinished argument 
with her husband waiting for her, about the living room 
furniture she’d bought with her own money. It was on 
discount, but he had no job and he had gone crazy, a real 
tantrum, throwing stuff around and breaking plates, re-
minding Louise all too easily of her deceased mother.

Her mother, her husband, her idiot boss . . . More than 
once, she’d wondered if maybe a hundred aspirins ground 
up and dissolved in a good draft beer wouldn’t just solve 
everything.


