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  As Witnessed


  It is their first date.


  The man holds the woman’s hand as she steps over a pile of loose stones recently fallen from the cliff wall. “Worth the climb down?” he asks.


  “Worth it,” she says, sighing. She looks again at the last orange embers of daylight blinking on the lake’s choppy surface. Then they turn to face each other, legs pressed together, hips fused, chest against chest. She closes her eyes as they kiss. And then opens them and pulls away, “Oh, my God! Did you hear that?”


  “Just the waves crashing,” he says.


  She wriggles from his embrace, points up the shoreline to where the jagged cliffside curves away from the beach. “Over there!”


  She scrambles over the shifting stones toward a metallic glint in the distance. He rushes after her. The smell of gasoline and burnt rubber push through the damp, fishy air.


  It’s a motorcycle. Or what’s left of a motorcycle, its gas tank crushed and its frame twisted. The rear wheel turns one last slow orbit. Steam hisses from the engine, slapped by foamy waves.


  She staggers toward the severed handlebars, forks, and warped front wheel, which stick out of the pebbles at the water’s edge. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” She pants, jumping up and down, gripping her face. “Oh my God oh my God oh my God!”


  The rider, or what’s left of him, is twisted on the rocks like a tangled string puppet. His face is a smear of glistening crimson. “Jesus Christ,” the man says, “I think his chest is moving!”


  A sound erupts from the bloody, pulpy face. A sound like an endless dry heave. The wail of a mournful ghost.


  “My God, how . . . he’s still alive!”


  The man will fumble for his cell phone, punch 9-1-1. The woman will sit on a flat-topped stone, rocking back and forth and staring at the length of severed brake cable in her hands, until the emergency personnel wrap her in a blanket and usher her into an ambulance.


  It will be their last date.


  


  Part One


  Everyone is necessarily the hero of his own life story.

  — John Barth


  


  Winter, 2001


  Grum and Grunt


  The fluorescent lights hum ominously over our heads. Miss Underwood is hunched over her desk, her red pen tick-tick-ticking like a metronome as she grades our spelling quizzes. A girl clears her throat, and the sound resonates against the cement-block walls like a roll of thunder. Nervous coughs punctuate the silence.


  I’m already finished my math sheet, so I just look out the window, where the sky churns shades of grey. Wind whistles at the cracks in the dried-putty caulking. A storm is brewing.


  None of the back-row boys force loud farts, nor do they “accidentally” drop textbooks. Everyone just waits.


  Welcome to classroom 8-C, the unofficial grade eight “dumb class” at Faireville Public School. Across the hall, classroom 8-A is populated mostly by kids who get A grades and play on all the sports teams and come from wealthy old-money families with big lace-covered homes in Victoria Park. The kids next door in 8-B are predominantly well-behaved, good-citizen types from the new subdivisions. The leftovers — the bullies, the idiots and the misfits — are tossed into 8-C. Most of them come from the junk-strewn trailer park by the highway out of town, or from that long row of bow-roofed shacks parallel to the railroad tracks.


  I’m not quite sure what I’m doing here in 8-C. I get 100 percent on practically everything I hand in. I was the only kid in 8-C to make it to the school-wide spelling bee, and my project on genetic mutations won first prize in the Biology category of the Plympwright County Science Fair. I’ve read every volume from A to Z of the World Book and Britannica encyclopedias, so I can answer almost any question the teachers ask in Science, Geography and History class (although I’ve learned that it is better for my health to keep my hand down and my mouth shut).


  Maybe someone at the school board office got wind of the fact that our school was disobeying the “no-streaming policy,” and they stuck me into 8-C in some vain attempt to balance the academic profile of the class. Maybe, because until this year I was home-schooled by my mother, the Principal just assumed that I would be behind the other “normal” eighth-graders. Maybe they didn’t put me into class 8-A because that’s the class my twin brother Michael is in.


  The simplest explanation for my placement in 8-C, though, is my face. I suffer from a rather extreme facial deformity. A mutation in my IRF6 gene (which stands for “Interferon Regulatory Factor 6”) caused me to be born with a cleft lip, unusual teeth, and a flattened nose. Medical scientists have named my condition “Van der Woude Syndrome,” but most of my classmates just call me “Monkeyface.” They say it mostly behind my back now, since my twin brother Michael has offered to make their own faces look even worse than mine if he ever hears them say it.


  Michael and I are not the only twin brothers in the school; Graham and Grant Brush are no longer allowed to be in the same class together, since they used to constantly distract each other and their classmates. Schoolyard rumour has it that, as a team, Grum and Grunt have driven at least one teacher into early retirement. Seeing their barrel-shaped shadows lurching toward you at recess is pure, cold terror. You are automatically outnumbered. They always work in tandem. When the beady black bulldog eyes of Grum zero in on you, you know that Grunt will be right behind him. And vice versa.


  Unlike Grum and Grunt, who are identical twins, Michael and I are the non-identical fraternal kind. This is a fortunate thing for Michael. Unlike me, he has an architecturally perfect face: sky-blue eyes, wavy dark hair, strong cheekbones, square jaw, and a straight, chiseled nose. He is strong, smart, kind and handsome. Every teacher wants Michael in their class, every boy wants Michael on his team at recess, and every girl wants him to be her boyfriend.


  Despite Michael’s efforts to protect me from the recess chants of “Monkeyface! Monkeyface!” it would be naïve to not see the comparison myself. The facial features created by that one messed-up gene are in fact quite simian, and my mess of dark hair and my big brown eyes just add to the effect. So, the kid with the monkey face got tossed into the classroom full of kids with monkey IQs. I’m sure it made sense to the Powers That Be at the Board of Education.


  Classroom 8-C is so uncharacteristically quiet I can hear my pulse pounding in my eardrums. All of the jerks whose desks surround mine are pretending to work on their math sheets. Sam Simpson doesn’t flick bits of eraser at me, or whisper threats of “Dead at recess, Monkeyface.” Trevor Blunt refrains from reaching stealthily across the aisle to scribble “ass fag” on my pencil case. The agitators are all silent.


  But this is no peaceful quiet.


  Grant Brush, the notorious Grunt, has been sent to the Principal’s office by Miss Underwood. This is unprecedented. Teachers usually make deals with Grant. He enjoys a sort of diplomatic immunity at Faireville Public School, since his father is the Principal.


  Grunt spent the morning spitting chewed-up bits of paper into Cecil Bundy’s hair, but that wasn’t the reason for his departure. Grunt sat there with pencils pushed into his nostrils, but that didn’t earn him a reprimand, either, until, accompanied by a chorus of giggles from the boys seated around him, Grant Brush chanted, just loud enough to be heard: “Miss Underwood, Miss Underwear, wet underwear, wet underneath, Miss Underwood.”


  The scratching of chalk on the front board abruptly stopped.


  “Did you have something to say, Mr. Brush?” Miss Underwood demanded.


  “Mr. Brush is my dad’s name. I think you know him.”


  This got a few laughs from Grant’s minions.


  “Did you have something to say then, Grant?”


  “Nope. Do you, Miss Underwood?”


  Miss Underwood’s cheeks were tinged with red, but she returned to the chalkboard. “So, you carry the three, and be sure to move the decimal up . . . ”


  “Miss Underwood, Miss Underwear, wet underwear, wet underneath, Miss Underwood.”


  “What did you say, Grant?” Miss Underwood hissed.


  “Huh? Who, me?”


  “Yes, you.”


  “Oh, I didn’t say anything, wet underwear . . . er, I mean, Miss Underwood.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Sorry, Miss Underwood, slip of the tongue!”


  Miss Underwood’s face flushed red. “Get out!” she shrieked. “Get out, you, you . . . ” Her voice trailed off.


  “No name-calling, Miss Underwood. Name-calling hurts students’ self-esteem! It’s in your Teacher’s Handbook.”


  “Out,” she stammered. “Out! Out!”


  Grant rose to his feet and hooked his thumbs into his belt loops. “No problem, Miss Underwood. I’ll just go visit Dad in his office.”


  He strode from the room, the door clicking shut behind him.


  Miss Underwood cleared her throat, and picked up a stack of sheets from the top of her desk. Her hands were shaking, but her voice was firm. “Each of you will take one of these long division worksheets and pass the rest behind you. You have the remainder of the class to work on them. Don’t forget to put your name and the date at the top of your page.”


  In my tight, neat cursive, I’ve written my name, Philip Skyler, and the date, Friday, December 21, 2001. Today is the Winter Solstice, the official first day of winter. It is also the second-last day of school before Christmas Break begins. It also happens to be my thirteenth birthday, and so far nobody in Classroom 8-C seems to know about it. I would like to keep it that way.
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  My grandfather stopped by our house at breakfast this morning to deliver birthday gifts to Michael and me.


  “These are special thirteenth birthday presents,” he said, his hazel eyes glistening as he handed each of us a small box. “My grandfather — your great, great grandfather, of course — believed that a boy’s thirteenth year was when he changed from a boy to a man. Experience has taught me that he was right.”


  My older brother, Dennis, who is in his last year of high school, paused from slurping the milk from his cereal bowl, peered out from under his mane of shaggy hair and grumbled, “Hey, Grandpa, isn’t thirteen an unlucky number?”


  Dennis always says “Grandpa” in the same abrasive way he calls Dad “Father,” to remind him that they are not related by blood. He calls my Mom “Mother” in the same acidic way, maybe as a reminder that he’s the product of her one pre-marital coupling. He usually refers to Michael and I as “Dickhead” and “Douchebag.” “There is no such thing as luck, Dennis,” Grandfather said, looking not at Dennis but at me. “To quote Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘Shallow men believe in luck. Strong men believe in cause and effect.’ Life will hand you whatever it’s going to hand you. What you do with it is entirely up to you.”


  “Whatever,” Dennis grunted. “Eighteen is when you officially become a man in this country, not thirteen.”


  I am painfully aware of this fact. The doctor we’ve visited in Toronto who specializes in my condition refuses to perform the cosmetic surgery to fix my face until after I’ve turned eighteen. “The growth of his facial bone structure will have slowed enough by then,” he said. “But, more importantly, it has to be his decision, and he has to be an adult to make it.” If the law saw things the way my grandfather does, that you change from a boy to a man at thirteen, I would be on my way to Toronto to have that surgery done today.


  “Hey, Grandpa,” Dennis said, “how come I didn’t get no special present when I turned eighteen last month?”


  “Didn’t get any special present,” our grandfather corrected.


  From its small box, Michael removed a pocket watch on a chain. The gold plating was worn through around the edges, and the letter “S” engraved on the cover was scarcely visible. Michael flipped open the cover and held it up to his ear. “Still ticking!” he said. “Nice.”


  My own present was a little jackknife, as timeworn as Michael’s watch and also faintly engraved with a stylized “S.” I unfolded the still-shining tools inside: a bottle opener, a corkscrew, a short blade and a long blade.


  “I’ve been carrying this watch and jackknife in my pockets since my own grandfather gave them to me on my own thirteenth birthday,” our grandfather said. “Other than a few shillings, those were the only two things he had in his pockets when he got on the boat from Britain during the potato famine. And now they are yours. The ‘S’ on each stands for ‘Skyler,’ of course; his name, my name, your name.”


  Michael and I held the small objects. Dennis rolled his eyes.


  “Since Dickhead and Douchebag got the other junk out of Great-friggin’-Great Grandpa’s pockets, are you gonna give me the money? With inflation, it might be enough to get me outta this shithole town.”


  Our grandfather’s eyes flared, and he straightened to his full height of six-foot-four, his thick silver hair almost brushing the kitchen light fixtures. “Dennis,” he rumbled, “this is their day, not yours.”


  “It’s never my friggin’ day,” Dennis muttered from behind his veil of hair.


  Our grandfather looked at my twin brother, his eyes softening again. “Michael,” he said, “winding that watch every day for all of these years has reminded me of the value of time, how it passes so quickly, that there is always so much to accomplish. To quote Virgil, ‘Sed fugit interea, fugit irreparabile tempus’: Time meanwhile flies, never to return. Or, as Benjamin Franklin said, ‘Lost time is never found again.’”


  Dennis let out a long, disparaging sigh, and mumbled, “Give it up, Captain Quote.”


  My grandfather ignored Dennis and turned to me. “Philip,” he said, “having that jackknife in my pocket has always reminded me that the tools we need are almost always within our reach, and that a man is always equipped to handle what comes his way. In the words of Sir Walter Scott, “Real valor consists not in being insensible to danger; but in being prompt to confront and disarm it.’”


  Dennis huffed, shoved his chair back from the kitchen table and slunk toward the back door. “Gawd, what bullshit. Grandpa is just too cheap to buy you guys new birthday presents.”
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  Now in the tense silence of classroom 8-C I’m finished my math sheet, and I want nothing more than to take out my grandfather’s jackknife, my jackknife, and turn it over and over in my hand, to feel its weight against my palm. But I know better than to display anything of value amongst this pack of scavengers, so I just gaze out the window, watching the grey clouds swirl and collide.


  The thermometer that hangs outside the classroom window reads five degrees Celsius. There will be no snow today. I have been waiting for snow. A drop of just five degrees could change everything. For a little while, everything would be white and clean.


  There has been snow on my birthday every year that I can remember.


  The recess bell rings, and everyone exhales. Today is Miss Underwood’s day for Yard Supervision Duty, so she opens the door of her teacher’s closet and puts on her long recess coat. At the back of the classroom, the kids unhook their jackets and reach into their lunch bags for their recess snacks, and it begins to feel like things are returning to normal. Then Grant Brush strides back into the room.


  “Hey, Miss Underwood,” he says, “Dad, er, Mr. Brush wants to have a word with you in his office. Right this minute, he said.”


  Grunt stands between Miss Underwood and the classroom door, forcing her to go around him. Then he glares at the rest of us.


  Everyone shuffles through the hall and out onto the tarmac, like prison inmates marching to the work yard.


  It’s difficult to find a hiding spot on the schoolyard at this time of year; the leaves are gone from the trees and vines, and there aren’t yet any snowdrifts to hide behind. I will try to make my way to the back corner of the playground as unobtrusively as possible, where I’ll stand still against the fence and wait for the bell to ring.


  Grum and Grunt and their gang mostly pick on kids like Cecil Bundy, who has a stutter and a lisp and still plays with toy cars in the sandbox, or Adeline Brown, who wears thick glasses and is overweight and reads Bible Stories for Children over and over again during Silent Reading time. Both Cecil and Adeline cry easily, and to Grum and Grunt, their tears are like diamonds to treasure hunters. I never cry.


  Today I am a more prized target than either Cecil or Adeline, though, because it is my birthday. Someone pokes me in back. I keep walking.


  “Hey, Monkeyface!”


  I spin around. It’s Grunt. His brother Grum is standing beside him. A bunch of other kids trail behind them.


  Grunt says, “Did you think you were gonna get outta taking your Birthday Beats?”


  “Yeah, Monkeyface,” Grum adds. “In 8-A, Mizz Belzehay made us sing Happy Birthday to your stupid brother. Seems only fair that his butt-ugly twin should get a birthday tribute, too.”


  “Mr. Packer said that Birthday Beats aren’t allowed anymore,” I say.


  “I don’t see Mr. Pecker anywhere, do you, Graham?”


  “Nope. No Ass-Packer anywhere. No yard duty teacher, either. I think they’re all in Dad’s office right now.”


  “And your kiss-ass brother stayed inside to help Mizz Belzehay put up art on the bulletin board, so don’t expect him to save you, either.”


  “Looks like you’re screwed, Monkeyface.”


  “Maybe you could just sing Happy Birthday to me instead,” I say, thinking I can win over a few of the other kids by making a joke out of the situation. Thanks to my flattened nostrils and cleft lip, though, my smile looks like a horse baring its teeth, and nobody is charmed.


  Grum circles behind me, and Grunt shoves me hard, causing me to trip backward over Grum’s outstretched leg. Grum kneels on my arms and drops his butt in my face, then Grunt straddles my legs, singing, “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, you look like a monkey, and you smell like one, too!”


  Other kids circle around. Some of them join the song.


  “ONE!” Grunt shouts, punching me in the ribs.


  “TWO!”


  I get one in the stomach.


  “THREE! FOUR! FIVE!”


  Almost half-way now. Soon it will be over. I clench my teeth. I will not reward them with tears.


  Grum and some of the other kids are counting along with Grunt now.


  “SIX! SEVEN!”


  The punches stop coming as Grunt’s weight is lifted from my legs. Grum stands up, and with his butt off of my face I can see that my brother is here. Michael has dragged Grunt off of me, and holds his arms behind his back.


  “Let go of me, Michael!” Grunt hollers.


  “Let him go,” Grum says, stepping over me toward Michael and Grunt.


  “Back off, Graham,” Michael spits.


  Grum turns toward the gathered crowd. “Get this asshole off my brother,” he demands. “Monkeyface has to have the rest of his Birthday Beats.”


  The other kids stand paralyzed, unsure of what to do. They want Michael’s friendship, but they fear Grum and Grunt’s wrath. Nobody moves.


  “Ow! Ow!” cries Grunt. “Christ, Michael, you’re breaking my arms!”


  Michael releases Grunt from the arm lock. Grunt immediately turns around and shoves Michael, who tumbles backward onto the patchy grass.


  “Suck-AAAAAHHHH!” Grunt taunts.


  Grum points and orders, “Trevor! Turner! Grab Michael.”


  The two do as they are told. They will not disobey a direct order.


  “Gotta let Monkeyface fight his own battles,” Trevor says to Michael.


  Michael knows there is no point in struggling.


  Grum and Grunt descend on me again. At least Grum’s ass isn’t in my face this time.


  “Now, where were we, Graham?”


  “I forget, Grant. I guess we’ll have to start again.”


  “Seven,” I say, as if it will matter. “You left off at seven.”


  “ONE! TWO! THREE!”


  Grunt punches me as hard as he can now, to punish Michael and to show me that nobody can protect me. I gasp for breath.


  “FOUR! FIVE! SIX!”


  “Fight back, Philip!” Michael cries.


  Time slows. Between punches, I hear the children laughing over in the Primary yard, swings creaking and jump-ropes clicking rhythmically against the pavement. I see the clouds changing shape in the sky above me, and the shifting crowd of seventh and eighth-graders who have gathered around us. Some dance anxiously from side to side, like starving men in a soup line, some clench their fists like they are throwing the punches themselves, while the hands of others hang open-fingered at their sides, like they’ve just heard the worst kind of news.


  Grant’s meaty knuckles thump against my chest, making a hollow sound like a thick textbook being slammed shut. I feel my ribs flex and compress, feel the quick hiss of air through my nostrils and between my lips. I feel the tingle of arrested blood in my thighs beneath Grant’s knees. I see his eyes narrow to serpentine slits, his top lip curl up. My Grandfather’s jackknife is in my front pocket where Grunt’s knees dig in, and an image flashes through my mind. I flip open the longest blade on my jackknife and slash at Grunt’s face, cutting off his nose, then his lips, then his ears, making his face bloody and grotesque, far uglier than my own. Then Grum shrieks NO NO NO as I turn the blade on him.


  “SEVEN! EIGHT!”


  “Fight back, dammit!” Michael screams at me.


  “NINE! TEN!”


  Grunt leans back, the pressure from his knees momentarily released. I could reach for my jackknife now and make them both pay.


  “Hey, Grant,” Grum says, “he’s thirteen today, not ten.”


  “Oh, right,” Grunt says, breathing hard. “What was I thinking?”


  Grunt’s fist hovers in the air, then it dives into my gut, driving the last bit of air out of me. And then he does it again, harder. And again, putting all of his weight, effort, and spite into it. I taste blood in my mouth, and I nearly black out.


  Grum stands up. “And a kick for when you’re sick,” he says, booting me in the ribs.


  Grunt, who is still kneeling on me, adds, “and a punch to eat your lunch,” and he drives his right fist into my left eye socket.


  The bell rings, ending recess. The other kids run toward the building, reminding each other that nobody witnessed anything.


  Michael kneels beside me in the now-empty schoolyard. “Come on, Philip, let’s get you inside.”


  I am too sore to move. I can’t draw enough breath to speak.


  “I’ll go get some help,” he says. “I’ll be right back.”
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  I lie on my back, under the grey sky, the cold air drying the back of my throat. I reach into my right pocket and grip my grandfather’s jackknife. It feels warm in my hand. I draw out the longest blade.


  The muscles in my stomach are ripping apart strand by strand as I force myself to sit upright. My legs wobble as I stand up. I hobble toward the school, gripping the handle of the knife.


  I will stride right into Classroom 8-C, past Miss Underwood, right up to Grant Brush’s desk, and I will start slashing. And when I’m finished, I will cross the hall into Classroom 8-A, and his brother Graham will meet with the same fate.


  No, I won’t. I won’t do that. I can’t. I can see my grandfather’s eagle eyes, reading my thoughts. I can’t do it. I won’t.


  I close the blade, slide the worn, slender tool back into my front pocket, and lean back against the cool brick wall of the school. Did I just feel the air temperature drop, or am I just about to pass out from the pain? Has the wind stopped blowing, or have I just lost my senses from the beating?


  The first snowflakes of the season drift down from above. I look up and watch them descend from the grey. They tickle my cheeks, collect in my eye sockets and slowly melt, following the trails my tears would have taken if I had allowed any to escape. But I didn’t cry. I didn’t give them that.


  I walk away from the school. It always snows on my birthday. Everything around me is turning white.


  


  Escape From Faireville


  The wind blows harder now, and it’s getting colder. It bites at my hands, face and ears, needles between the buttons on my green windbreaker, freezes the little hairs inside my nostrils. It stings my cheeks and eyelids, but I can’t complain; I was the one who wished for snow.


  My left eye is almost swollen shut from Grant’s punch, and the pain in the side of my ribs from Graham’s kick makes me limp. The entire left side of my body feels like it’s dying a melodramatic death, but my right side pulls forward, somehow invigorated.


  I won’t wait around for Michael to return to the schoolyard with a teacher. I won’t go back into the school, either. They can all go to hell.


  I gather my breath, clench my teeth, and move my right foot forward and then my left, slipping through the gap in the school fence, then dragging myself past the line of sagging old huts along the railroad tracks where most of my 8-C classmates live.


  Momentum carries me along. I am so numbed by the freezing air that I’ve almost forgotten my injuries. Almost.


  Goodbye, Faireville Public School. I won’t be back.
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  This is my plan: I will walk home and slip into the house without being seen by anyone. Then I’ll tiptoe upstairs to the room I share with Michael. I’ll pack a change of clothes, sneak some survival rations from the kitchen, and slip out through the back door. From there I will just disappear. I won’t have to face any of them.


  I will walk along the highway until I get to the crappy little city of Gasberg, and I’ll make my way to the deserted downtown core, where I’ll blend right in. I’ll be one of those greasy, ragged kids who sit on the sidewalk begging for change from passers-by. I should make a fortune, since I definitely look pitiful enough, and my recently acquired black eye just adds to the effect. When I’ve collected enough cash for a train ticket, I’ll take my act all the way to Toronto, where there are lawyers and bankers who toss twenty-dollar bills like quarters into beggars’ hats. And from there, who knows.


  There is no danger that my father will catch me sneaking into the house. He follows a strict routine every weekday: he locks himself into his windowless basement laboratory at six AM, and doesn’t open the door again until nine, to receive a biscuit and a cup of Earl Grey tea from my mother. He opens up again at noon, when Mom brings him half a roast-beef-and-tomato sandwich and half a peanut-butter-and-banana, along with a sliced apple, three broccoli florets, and a glass of two-percent milk (a “nutritionally perfect midday meal,” in my father’s exacting scientific opinion). He emerges again at exactly 6:00 PM, closing the heavy steel door behind him and double-checking the multiple locks. He must have a washroom in there, but I’m only guessing. None of us but Mom has ever seen inside the lab, and none of us is allowed to ask about the work he does in there. My father’s projects are Top Secret, and that’s that.


  If Michael gets the chance, he will try to make me feel better about everything. It’s easy to be so optimistic when you’re as perfect as he is. His cheerleading is always sincere, and it has turned me around before, but it’s not going to happen today. The school bus won’t deliver him home until around four o’clock, and by then I’ll be long gone.


  Dennis is a variable in the equation, as usual. Being unpredictable is his modus operandi, his raison d’etre. If Dennis has chosen today to skip school, he’s probably either shooting pool or buying illegal drugs in the back of Jackie Snackie’s, or drinking cheap, watered-down draft at The Sergeant-at-Arms, a way-past-its-glory-days saloon on the main street with a reputation for serving minors. If Dennis is heading in or out of one of these places and he sees me, I’m screwed.


  Mom, of course, is the most dangerous variable. She is mild-mannered and soft-spoken, but she feels distress in her children the way a soaring falcon senses prey on the ground below; the slightest twitch, and she’s got you. If she catches me limping into the house in the middle of the day with blood and bruises all over me, there will be no escape. She’ll trap me in an embrace, and then the questions will begin.


  I don’t want to relive it. I just want to disappear.
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  I turn from the railroad tracks onto Faireville Street, the one street through town. It’s going to be a long walk home. The school is on the far east end of town, and our house is just west of the town limits. I grit my teeth and force myself to walk faster.


  The east end of Faireville Street is a desolate stretch of abandoned history: weed-covered, junk-strewn vacant lots, slanted, moss-covered stables and crumbling, ancient warehouses. Dennis and his buddies sometimes hide out in these old buildings when they’re skipping school to drink beer and smoke pot. They may have been responsible — accidentally or not — for burning an abandoned tannery to the ground earlier this year, but nobody was able to prove anything.


  Goodbye, East End! Watch out for those teenaged arsonists.
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  Now I’m approaching the official town sign, which was erected well inside the town limits, away from the bad first impression a traveller might get from the East End.


  Welcome to

  FAIREVILLE

  Population 2849

  “The Cradle That Rocked the Natural Gas Industry”


  Last year, as part of the town’s Official Millennium Celebrations, the Faireville Town Council held a contest to come up with a new town slogan, and this one was the winner. At least it’s better than Dennis’ entry, “Faireville: We Gave the People Gas!” Before Western society’s odometer rolled over from 1999 to 2000, Faireville’s official slogan was “The Victorian Era Boomtown.” It was created during my grandfather’s twenty years as mayor, and he was not pleased when the new council decided to change it.


  London has Big Ben, Paris has the Eiffel Tower, New York has the Empire State Building and Toronto has the CN Tower. Faireville has a few abandoned wells that ran out of natural gas thirty years ago.


  So long, Faireville, you Tourist Mecca! Keep on rockin’ the natural gas industry.
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  I’ve passed the Eastern Subdivisions, which are known by the more highfalutin locals as “Cardboard Acres.” The Downtown Business District is marked by special Millennium streetlights, erected by the aforementioned Town Council. The frosted-glass fixtures, shaped like candle flames, were made at a scandalously high cost by a now-abandoned glassware factory in the East End. They were supposed to symbolize the blue flame that natural gas makes when burned, to remind everyone yet again of the First Natural Gas Well in North America that put Faireville on the map. Unfortunately, at night the special blue light bulbs made the downtown core look like a creepy black-and-white German Expressionist film, so, after an emotional debate in the Town Council Chambers, ordinary white lights were put inside the fixtures. So much for symbolism.


  The slate-grey December clouds have thickened overhead, tricking some of the Millennium streetlights into lighting up early. Many of them buzz to life just as I pass underneath, which is quite unnerving. I want to float through the shadows of Faireville like a phantom, not by running out from under spotlights like a prison escapee.


  I’ve already slipped past Jackie Snackie’s with no sign of Dennis, so I am extra wary as I approach The Sergeant-at-Arms. I cross to the opposite side of the street, just in case, and . . . shit! The scraggly hair, the slouching lope, the battered leather jacket and the drooping, size-too-big jeans — it’s him! I freeze, hoping he’s drunk enough to miss me. I stand motionless behind a Millennium streetlight, snowflakes tickling my nose, melting on my cheeks. Don’t see me, don’t see me, don’t see me . . .


  Then I see the guy’s three-day growth of white beard; Dennis can’t produce more than a few wispy threads on the end of his chin. The guy also has a large, dark stain on the front of his pants. Although Dennis frequently gets drunk enough to piss off my parents and grandfather, he would never get so loaded that he’d piss his pants. I start breathing again and continue walking, wishing that Faireville’s Teen Rebel and Town Drunk didn’t dress so much alike.


  Goodbye, Sergeant-at-Arms. Goodbye, pissy old drunk. Goodbye, Dennis; if you’re in there, have a drink for me.
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  As I reach the only stoplights in town, at the intersection of Faireville Street and Gas Line Avenue, I take a detour a couple of blocks north to say goodbye to Church Square. Three of the corners have churches on them: one Catholic, one Anglican, one Baptist. On the fourth corner stands the King George Playhouse. All four buildings are enormous, made of brick and stone, with arched wooden doorways and stained glass windows, their spires reaching up higher than anything else in town, and all four were constructed with donations from Jeremiah Faire, the town’s founder, first mayor, and wealthiest gas property speculator. A larger-than-life statue of Faire stands in the middle of the cemetery at Church Square, saluting the four splendid buildings, the only monuments to Faireville’s boomtown past that aren’t crumbling into dust.


  What’s wrong with me? “Splendid buildings?” “Monuments to the boomtown past?” It sounds like I’m trying to invent a new slogan for the stupid town sign. What am I getting all sentimental about? I hate this town. I’m halfway home, halfway from leaving Faireville forever. No time for detours.
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  I stride past The Goode Faith Gift Shoppe, The Tea Cozy, and Lynette’s Little Edibles, the “olde-fashioned” shops occupying the three most painstakingly-restored storefronts in Faireville. The three shops are owned by Faith Green, Lynette Lavender, and Mary Ellen Black, inseparable friends who were in the same school year as my mother. These “Bestest Friends Forever” (a yearbook quote) were known collectively during their school days as “The Colour Girls,” and they all kept their own last names after marriage, not as any kind of bold feminist statement, but so they could carry their Colour Girls moniker to the grave.


  The Colour Girls have gone so far as to paint their respective storefronts green, lavender, and black (with stars and planets, in the latter case), and they are each other’s best customers. Lynette Lavender’s shop is festooned with expensive, fragile dust-collectors from Faith Green’s gift shop, and Faith serves imported chocolates and exquisite marmalades in tiny little jars from Lynette’s. Twice a day, Lynette and Faith step next door into Mary Ellen Black’s tea room, so the three of them can be served exotic teas in antique china cups by the single mother Mary Ellen employs part-time for minimum wage.


  Maybe it was over tea one day that the three Bestest Friends simultaneously felt the Call of Motherhood, for each gave birth to a perfect baby girl. Lara, Carrie and Caitlin were born in the same month of the same year Michael and I were born, and are known as The Little Colour Girls. Ah, small town tradition.


  I hesitate for a moment in front of Lynette’s Little Edibles when I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the shop window. My lips are fattened and lopsided, rimmed with purple. My left eye is swollen nearly shut, surrounded by a misshapen mass of blue and brown. My cheeks are covered in cobwebs of dried blood. If my face is merely ugly on an ordinary day, it is horrifying in its current state.


  Shit! Lynette Lavender is right there on the other side of the glass, sitting on a vintage soda-fountain stool behind an antique cash register. If she sees me, she’ll call my parents for sure. She’ll call my parents, then the school, then the police, then Faith and Mary Ellen. I’d better run.


  Maybe Lynette is too engrossed in listening to the police scanner beside the cash register to pay any attention to me. Lynette Lavender is an Old Weller, so she’s got enough old money in her bank account that her business doesn’t have to be profitable. “Old Weller” is the local nickname for descendents of the lucky speculators who got rich by rushing to claim the land under which Faireville’s natural gas pocket was discovered. Lynette Lavender and Faith Green are both Old Wellers, but Mary Ellen Black moved to town when she was five years old, so she can’t technically be one. She was smart enough to marry an Old Weller, though, so at least her daughter Caitlin can claim the title. Mary Ellen also insisted that her daughter would go by her last name rather than her husband’s, so Caitlin could be a Little Colour Girl, too. I guess Mary Ellen’s husband got tired of all of this, for he left town shortly after Caitlin was born.


  Although my dad was born and raised in Faireville, he isn’t an Old Weller. “Our ancestors worked for a living,” is how my father put it. Those people in Faireville without the advantage of inherited old gas money — Newbies, mostly — refer to the Old Wellers as “Old Gassers” or “Old Flamers,” but usually not to their faces. Newbies don’t tend to succeed here in Faireville, nor do they often stay for long. My mother’s an exception; she’s a newbie who stayed.


  I plod onward. So long, Old Wellers! Adieu, Colour Girls!
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  The row of Millennium streetlights abruptly ends right beside The Incredible Bulk. I’m hungry now, and I’m tempted to stop in for a handful of trail mix, but I’m pretty sure that Mr. Bundy would take one look at my face and call my parents, too. Mr. Bundy is the punch line of many jokes in Faireville, and not just because he shares the same name as a notorious serial killer.


  As a young man, quiet, rotund Mr. Bundy inherited the building that had housed the local Co-Op farm supply store, which his late father had run for over forty years. Seeing no future in the farm equipment business, he converted the building into a shop that sold collectible superhero comic books, which happened to be Mr. Bundy’s personal obsession. He spent the entire modest monetary portion of his inheritance on display shelves, a life-sized plastic Superman, and a huge, hand-painted sign he commissioned from a real comicbook artist. Soon, a towering image of the giant green-skinned superhero, The Incredible Hulk, towered over the west end of Faireville Street. Since the store was not technically within the jurisdiction of the Faireville Downtown Business District Historical Committee, nobody could do anything about the sign except cringe or laugh.


  Of course, in a town with our population, it’s difficult to sell enough rare comic books to make a living. Being also rather passionate about trail mix, banana chips, and chocolate-covered raisins, Ted Bundy decided to cut his losses and open a store with more potential for profit: a bulk food outlet. He would have to change the sign, though, so he placed a tall wooden ladder up against the building, and, with a can of paint in hand, he climbed up to the top rung, which snapped under his considerable weight. Several months later, after all of his broken bones had healed, he climbed up there again (this time on some rented steel scaffolding), changed the “H” on the sign to a “B,” and The Incredible Bulk Food Emporium was born.


  Of course, every time someone climbs a ladder in Faireville, a joke is made at Mr. Bundy’s expense. Whenever a Newbie comes to town to open a new business, the Old Wellers shake their heads and mutter, “Another Incredible Hulk.” People openly address Mr. Bundy as The Incredible Bulk, and if he reminds anyone that his name is Ted Bundy, the response is usually something like, “Whoa! Don’t murder me, Ted Bundy!” The less charitable kids at school not only tease his son Cecil about his n’er-do-well father, but they also call him Baby Bulk and make nasty comments about his ill-fitting second-hand clothes. It’s no wonder Cecil stutters and lisps when he talks.


  Goodbye, Incredible Bulk. I’ll miss that trail mix. Goodbye, Cecil. You should get the hell out of Faireville, too.
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  I’ve made it all the way to the West End now. Almost home, now. Almost gone.


  Here’s the other town sign.


  Come on back to

  FAIREVILLE

  “Where you’re only a stranger once!”


  Even though it hurts my battered face, I have to laugh at that. I’ve lived in Faireville for my whole life, and I’m still a stranger. I will leave as a stranger. The town council is going to have to pass a motion to change the population on the front of the sign from 2849 to 2848, because I do not plan to ever “come on back.”


  From here I can see the tallest turret of our house sticking out through the trees at the top of the hill. Yes, our house has turrets. It was built in the style of a medieval castle by an eccentric gas speculator during the boom days. It had been unoccupied for decades when Dad and Mom bought it, and it took them another decade to renovate the interior to look like any other modern home. Since we rarely have guests other than my grandfather and my father’s scientific associates, all anyone sees is the exterior of our house; living in a miniature stone castle at the top of a secluded hill doesn’t subtract much from the local perception that my father is a “Mad Scientist.”


  I can tell it’s getting colder by the way the snow crunches and squeaks under my feet. Where our gravel driveway meets the road stands the newest and plainest building in Faireville: the windowless, spireless, poured-concrete monolith that is the Tabernacle of God’s Will. Members of the congregation simply call it The Tabernacle; non-members have other names for it.


  God’s Will, according to the Tabernacle “Elders” (none of whom are particularly elderly), is that only sworn members of the Tabernacle congregation will avoid spending the rest of eternity after death sizzling on the charcoal broiler of Hell. The congregation is encouraged to help save everyone else from this grisly fate. They pay uninvited recruiting visits to the homes of the “unsaved” at dinner time. They stand outside the entrance doors of the King George Theatre and the Faireville Memorial Arena handing out colourful pamphlets with helpful titles like Music, Movies and Sports — The DEVIL’S DISTRACTIONS! They gather around the condom display at Anderson’s Hometown Apothecary and chant, “Sex for pleasure equals HELL for ETERNITY!”


  The Tabernacle Elders have parked a huge white semitrailer next to the Tabernacle, with the artfully painted slogan, “TAKE BACK THE RAINBOW!” in primary colours. Underneath are the words: Homosexuality is an AFFRONT to GOD’s NATURAL LAWS! Sign this trailer to show your support for the REPEAL of all laws that allow this ABOMINATION to continue! The elders plan to tow the trailer to Ottawa and park it in front of the Parliament Buildings, just as soon as they can wrangle up a truck. At last count, over five hundred people had signed the trailer, which is about five times the number of actual Tabernacle congregants. As I turn the corner into our laneway, I read the trailer’s real message, at least as I see it: Don’t be different in Faireville. Difference is not welcome here.


  Goodbye and God Bless, Tabernacle of God’s Will. I hope you are all rewarded in the afterlife for your pains, because it will be an eternal bummer if you get to Heaven and discover that the people who were different from you were allowed in anyway.
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  Do I believe in Heaven or Hell? Do I believe in God? Right now I honestly don’t know. Every evening when Michael and I were little, while Mom stood in our bedroom doorway and listened, we would kneel beside our beds and close our eyes and list everything we were supposed to feel thankful for: each other, our house, our toys, the food we ate, the air we breathed, and so on. Then one evening, our father strode into our room in the middle of our prayers and told us we didn’t have to do it anymore. So we stopped.


  In my father’s own words, he is “a man of science, a man of rational thought,” which I suppose means that he doesn’t believe in God or Heaven or Hell or anything else that can’t be proven with a calculation or experiment.


  My mother, on the other hand, walks into town every Sunday to the Church of St. Thaddeus, on the Catholic corner of Church Square. Michael and I used to go to Sunday school there until dad told us we didn’t have to.


  My grandfather, as the former mayor of Faireville, makes regular appearances inside all three houses of worship at Church Square, delivering eulogies at funerals, giving readings at weddings, attending Christenings and First Communions and so on. Yet, I don’t have any idea what he thinks about God.


  It would be nice to know for sure that, if I don’t complain or hurt others, if I try to be polite and kind, maybe I’ll get to go to Heaven at the end of all of this. It would be nice to know that God is watching over my shoulder, keeping me safe as I escape Faireville to begin again. It would be nice to know for sure.


  


  Stainless Steel


  I’ve reached the top of the long laneway that leads to our house when Mom comes running through the front door and out into the snow, still wearing her house slippers. “Oh, Philip, sweetie! I was so worried!”


  She holds me tightly, as if my body is sublimating into gas and she’s trying to hold my molecules together.


  So much for my escape plan.


  “The school called,” she says. “Nobody knew where you were.”


  Of course the school called. Why didn’t I think of that! I thought I had considered my escape plan from every angle. I guess I wouldn’t make a very good fugitive.


  Mom steps back from me. Her fingers jump up to her open lips. “Philip, Philip, what have they done to you?”


  “It’s okay, Mom,” I say. “It’s no big deal.”


  Her lips tighten and quiver, and tears spill out over her cheeks. She pulls me so close that some of the congealed blood from my face rubs off onto the white collar of her blouse.


  “It’s okay, Mom,” I repeat. “It looks worse than it is.”


  This just makes her cry harder, and she hugs me tighter.


  “This isn’t your fault, Philip,” she says, “this isn’t your fault.”


  I hear the unmistakable sound of my grandfather’s car rumbling up the graveled laneway toward us. My grandfather’s car is unique in Faireville, a black 1940 Ford Deluxe sedan. He bought it brand new the year it was built. It is one of the few cars in which a man of six-foot-four can sit up straight and tall, so my grandfather has never replaced it. Instead, he pays regularly and dearly for its complicated maintenance.


  “When I saw you coming up the lane,” Mom says to me, “I called your grandfather right away. We are going to talk to Mr. Packer, the vice-principal now. Enough is enough.”


  The car rolls up beside us, its flathead V-8 engine gurgling reassuringly, its black paint and chrome shimmering despite the grey sky. My grandfather cranks down the small rounded window of the driver’s side door. “June,” he says, “go inside and get your shoes and coat on.”


  Mom finally lets go of me, sniffles, smoothes the front of her blouse, then rushes into the house.


  “Philip,” my grandfather says evenly, his rumbling voice sounding much like the old V-8 idling, “get in the car. I’m driving you and your mother to the school to get this straightened out.”


  “I’m not going back there,” I tell him. “Just come sit in the front seat with me,” my grandfather says. “Let’s talk.”


  I feel every ache in my body as I walk around the tall black car and slide tentatively onto the bench seat beside him.


  “I’m not going back there,” I repeat.


  “Philip,” he says, placing his large hand firmly on my shoulder, “in difficult times like this, I always remember one of my favourite quotes from Winston Churchill: ‘When you’re going through Hell, keep going.’”


  That’s exactly what I want to do, keep going. I want to keep walking until Faireville is just a distant memory.


  “‘Do not fear the winds of adversity,’” he continues. “‘Remember: A kite rises against the wind rather than with it.’ Hamilton Wright Mabie.”


  If Dennis were here, he would snort and call my grandfather Captain Quote, but I don’t say anything. I just sit here on the bench seat and stare at my knees.


  “Or, to quote Thomas Carlyle, ‘The block of granite, which was an obstacle in the path of the weak, becomes a stepping stone in the path of the strong.’”


  “I liked it better when I was home schooled,” I say.


  “To paraphrase C.S. Lewis,” my grandfather says, “it’s difficult for an egg to turn into a bird, but it’s impossible to learn to fly while remaining an egg. While you were being schooled at home, you were merely an egg. But the time has come now when you must be hatched, or go rotten.” He clears his throat. “The jackknife I gave you this morning — do you have it with you?”


  I reach into my pocket and take it out. It’s still my thirteenth birthday. I had forgotten about that.


  “Do you remember what I told you when I gave it to you?”


  I remember. “You said that the tools we need are almost always within our reach, that a man is always equipped to handle what comes his way.”


  “Do you think I would have given you this gift if I didn’t believe those words to be true?”


  I’m not sure what to say to this.


  “Unfold the blade, Philip. What does it say?”


  “Stainless Steel.”


  “Yes. Stainless Steel. Not only can it not be stained, but it can’t be bent or broken, either. And neither can you. Do you know how I know this for certain?” He looks right into me with those fierce eyes of his. “Because my own Grandfather could not be bent or broken, and neither could my father. And, so far, nor can I. And you are made from the same material as the men who came before you.”


  I close the blade and slip the jackknife back into my pocket. My mother opens the back door of the car, and slides onto the back seat.


  “I am not a deeply religious man, Philip,” my grandfather says, “but there is one saying I learned back in Sunday school that has always stuck with me: God helps those who help themselves. Your situation will not change unless you stand up and do something about it. Are you ready to stand up?”


  “Will you come to the school with Mom and me?” I ask him.


  “Yes. I will.”


  “Do you think they’ll punish Graham and Grant for what they did to me?”


  “There is no insurance in life, Philip. There are no guarantees. You can only do what you have to do, and hope that things go your way.”


  I turn and look through the oval windshield, past the glimmering chrome ornament on the nose of the car, down the lane where it meets with the road, and I draw a long breath. “Let’s go, then,” I say.


  My Grandfather pushes down on the clutch pedal, and we glide downhill, the engine of the old Ford throbbing reassuringly, snowflakes streaming over the car’s black hood like shooting stars.
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  After escaping all the way home from the school in that bitter wind, the vice principal’s hardwood-paneled office feels like a steam-filled sauna. My pants are damp from melted snow, and my bruises have thawed also, reminding me of each punch and kick. I feel sore, hot and itchy. Not only am I stained, I am bent and broken, too.


  Mr. Packer is wearing his usual size-too-small beige tweed jacket with the brown elbow patches, slightly-too-short pants and a patterned tie that hangs three inches above his belt. When he’s standing behind the bench at the Faireville Memorial Arena wearing his coach’s leather jacket, Mr. Packer looks confident and proud, but inside his Vice Principal’s office he seems uncomfortable and out of place, a prisoner of his own suit.


  “Nice to see you again, June,” Mr. Packer says to my mother, smiling with chemically whitened teeth. “And hello, Former Mayor Skyler,” he says with less enthusiasm, not quite meeting my grandfather’s eyes. “Thank you for bringing June and Philip here, sir.”


  “Hello, Ernie,” my grandfather says.


  “Mr. Packer, if you don’t mind, sir, since I’m conducting official business at the moment.”


  “Then I don’t suppose you’ll mind referring to my son’s wife as Mrs. Skyler, rather than by her first name.”


  “Did I call you June?” Packer says, flashing his hundred-watt grin at Mom again. “I didn’t realize. I suppose we’ve known each other for so long that . . . ”


  My grandfather clears his throat.


  “Well, then,” Mr. Packer says, “to the business at hand.”


  He looks down at my mother’s behind as he takes her coat, then ushers her to one of the two upholstered chairs facing his Vice Principal’s desk. I sit down beside Michael on the hardwood bench reserved for kids who have been sent to the office for misbehavior. So much for standing up.


  “Former Mayor Skyler,” Mr. Packer says, again not quite looking at my grandfather, “if you wouldn’t mind waiting outside the office, sir. What we are about to discuss is confidential, and . . . ”


  My grandfather hangs up his coat, and sits down in the chair beside my mother. “No need for such formality, Ernie,” he says. “Just call me Mr. Skyler.”


  “Well, see Mr. Skyler,” Mr. Packer says, “what we are about to discuss is confidential, and, as you are not one of Philip’s actual parents . . . ”


  “My son is unable to attend this meeting,” my grandfather says, “so I’ll be serving as his proxy. I’m sure that will be acceptable?”


  “Lanny can’t pry himself away from his mysterious work,” Mr. Packer says, “even to discuss the welfare of his son?”


  My grandfather glares at him.


  “My son’s name is Landon. He hasn’t gone by the name Lanny since grade school. Today I will be serving as his proxy. Unless there is some sort of problem with that, in which case I’ll just make a call to one of my Trustee friends at the school board office to secure the proper . . . ”


  “Uh, no, no,” Mr. Packer says. “It won’t be a problem at all.”


  Mr. Packer closes the office door, and then tries to appear casual and comfortable as he sinks into in the overstuffed faux-leather chair behind his big desk.


  Mom straightens her back, raises her chin a little and folds her arms across her chest. Like most of the other mothers with kids in classroom 8-C, my mother is a stay-at-home mom, but unlike them, she is never seen in a terrycloth bathrobe in the middle of the afternoon. Mom wears high-heeled shoes, well-tailored skirts, and trim-fitting blouses, like the professional woman she once was. When my grandfather was the mayor of Faireville, he hired my mother fresh out of the Administrative Secretarial Program at Gasberg College, which is how she met my father.


  “June, Mrs. Skyler, I mean,” he stammers, “I, em, couldn’t help noticing that you’ve got, you seem to have, uh, lipstick or something on the collar of your blouse.”


  “That’s Philip’s blood,” she says.


  “Oh. I see. Blood.” He picks up a sheet of paper from the top of his desk and ceremoniously places a pair of little reading glasses on the end of his nose. “Well then, it seems that your boys were involved in a physical altercation this afternoon.”


  “Two bullies beat the hell out of Philip,” my grandfather says evenly. “Why don’t we call it as it is?”


  “Well, according to the information that’s been accumulated so far on this Incident Report, it was in fact Philip who first attacked Grant Brush.”


  “What?” Michael yelps. “Are you kidding me?”


  Mr. Packer raises his index finger in Michael’s direction, without looking away from the Incident Report. “According to Grant’s testimony, which is corroborated by his brother Graham’s, Grant simply approached Philip to wish him a happy birthday — happy birthday, by the way, Philip, and you too, Michael — at which point Philip, without any apparent reason, attacked Grant.”


  “That’s bullshit!” Michael says. Normally, he wouldn’t say ‘shit’ if he were choking on a mouthful of it.


  “Michael!” Mom yells.


  “Language, Michael,” our grandfather says, never once unlocking his cool eyes from Mr. Packer, who shields himself with the Incident Report.


  Mr. Packer looks at Michael over the rims of his little reading glasses. “Michael,” he says, trying to sound kindly and wise, “did you actually see how the fight started?”


  “No,” Michael grumbles. “Grant and Graham were already on top of Philip when I got there.”


  “Well, that’s consistent with Graham and Grant’s testimonies. They said you didn’t arrive until after Philip attacked Grant, and while they were trying to restrain Philip, you intervened.”


  “Restrain him? They were giving him Birthday Beats! Birthday Beats aren’t allowed, Mr. Packer!”


  “Well, Michael,” says Mr. Packer, continuing with the Socrates act, “so-called ‘Birthday Beats’ are against school policy, and Graham and Grant Brush seem to be quite conscious of that fact. Perhaps, though, since you didn’t actually see how the altercation started, you may have mistakenly assumed . . . ”


  “They were giving Philip Birthday Beats!” my brother protests.


  “Mr. Packer,” my grandfather interjects, “if it was Philip who attacked Grant Brush, then how do you explain the fact that Philip is the one with the black eye and the bruises all over him?”


  Mr. Packer hides behind the Incident Report again. “Allow me to quote directly from the testimony of Grant Brush: ‘Philip was swinging his arms so wildly at me that he accidentally hit himself in the eye. He was so out of control that me and Graham thought we had better hold him down, so he didn’t hurt himself more. We were just trying to do the right thing.”


  Mom speaks up for the first time. “So you’re telling us that Philip hit himself in the face? Really, Ernie.”


  Mr. Packer places the Incident Report on the desktop, and removes his reading glasses. He looks at my mother. “June, Mrs. Skyler,” he says, “when you came here in September to enroll Philip, I warned you that home-schooled students often have a difficult time adjusting to the social environment of formal education. I also advised you that Philip’s, well, unusual appearance might make social acceptance by his peers difficult. We’ve done our best to help Philip adjust; I even personally ensured that he was placed in a class with a more deliberately paced learning environment.”


  A more deliberately paced learning environment. So I was right. They shoved me into the Reject Class because of my face.


  My mother shoots a quick, cold look at my grandfather. She and my father had argued many times about sending me to school. Mom wanted to keep me at home until I started high school, but Dad insisted that I needed to “face the real world” sooner rather than later. When approached to cast the tie-breaking vote, my grandfather agreed with my father. And that was that.


  “I’m afraid I predicted this unfortunate outcome some time ago,” Mr. Packer sighs. “You should have trusted me.”


  “Listen, Ernie, Mr. Packer,” my grandfather fumes, leaning forward on Packer’s desk, “we’re supposed to be able to trust you to keep our boys safe at school. Philip was beaten up by two kids who are not only bullies, they’re also liars.”


  Mr. Brush, the Principal, bursts through the door between Mr. Packer’s office and his. Mr. Packer, Mom, Michael and I all jump in our seats; my grandfather does not.


  “How dare you!” Mr. Brush bellows, his fleshy neck red against his starched white collar, his jowls shaking dramatically. “My boys are good, upstanding, honest young men. How dare you call them liars! I’m raising a family with strong moral values.”


  “Yes, Clarence,” my grandfather says coolly, rising from his chair, “I remember hearing you say that in the speech you gave when you were running for the local Conservative Party nomination. Quite stirring. I’m sure you’ll win next time.”


  It’s no wonder that my grandfather was re-elected as the mayor of Faireville so many times. Those eyes of his, the deep, confident voice, his towering height, his full head of silver hair; he is the physical definition of Authority. Despite having retired from the mayor’s office years ago, my grandfather still carries much local political currency. When they see him driving through town in his old Ford, or tending the gardens behind his two-bedroom bungalow near Church Square, they see a lack of pretension, which small-town folk despise in politicians. That he wears a suit and tie whenever he leaves his home shows them that he still has respect for his former office, but the scar in the middle of his upper lip, left by a flying puck during a childhood hockey game, tells them that he is still one of them. The people of Faireville respect and trust my grandfather, and Mr. Brush knows it.


  “How dare you,” Mr. Brush says again, with a little less thunder this time. His thin moustache twitches, and his oil-barrel chest deflates. He snatches the Incident Report from Mr. Packer’s hand and says, “I’ll take it from here, Ernie.”


  My grandfather takes a step toward Mr. Brush, extends his right hand, arches his bushy white eyebrows, and says, “Mind if I have a look at that?”


  Mr. Brush’s little moustache is still twitching, and his small black eyes have narrowed to slits. He looks like he might burst out of his three-piece suit, but he hands over the Incident Report.


  “Philip,” my grandfather says, “do you agree with the version of events you’ve heard read from this page?”


  This is the first time since we arrived at the school that anyone has asked me a direct question. I shake my head no.


  “Michael, does this story accurately represent the facts?”


  “No,” Michael says firmly.


  “Sounds like somebody is lying,” my grandfather says to Mr. Brush, snapping the Incident Report in front of his face.


  “Look, Vernon,” Mr. Brush says, taking the page back, trying to sound reasonable, “It seems to be their word against Graham and Grant’s. Perhaps Philip and Michael somehow misunderstood the situation. Not one other student has provided an alternate explanation of the situation.”


  “Why don’t we go ask them?” Mom suggests.


  While Mr. Brush grumbles, “Really, I don’t see the need to interrupt classes for such . . . ” Mr. Packer says, “I don’t see how it could hurt.”


  Mr. Brush glares at Mr. Packer, who mutters, “It’s only a few minutes until dismissal anyway.”


  Mr. Brush sighs. “Fine, then. I’ll go right now and personally ask the students in each of the grade eight classes if . . . ”


  “We’ll come, too,” my grandfather says.


  “I’m not sure if that would be appropriate, given that . . . ”


  “We’ll come, too,” my grandfather insists, somehow appearing even taller.
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  We all assemble in classroom 8-C. Our family stands at the back corner by the door. Every time one of the other kids takes a quick backward glance at me, I feel a sting in my chest like a little bullet striking.


  “Stainless steel, Philip,” my grandfather whispers to me in his deep, confident voice. “Stainless steel.”


  I stand up straighter. The little bullets bounce off me.


  Mr. Brush stands before the front chalkboard flanked by Grant and Graham, who was fetched from 8-A. The Principal stands tall in his pinstripe suit, sucking in his belly and puffing out his chest. He places a hand on each of his sons’ shoulders. The three of them together, with their military stances and their close-cropped haircuts, look like statuettes atop a curling trophy.


  Miss Underwood sits at her desk in the front corner, her eyes bloodshot and puffy. Mr. Packer stands beside her desk, fidgeting with his reading glasses.


  “So, once again, students,” Mr. Brush intones, his voice booming against the cinder-block walls, “did anyone here witness the incident this afternoon between Philip and Michael Skyler and Graham and Grant Brush?”


  Silence.


  “Nobody?”


  Silence.


  “Well, then . . . ”


  “If you saw what happened,” Miss Underwood interjects, “this is the only chance you will get to say anything. Speak now or forever hold your peace.”


  “Yes, thank-you, Miss Underwood,” says an irritated Mr. Brush. “As I was saying, since there doesn’t seem to be . . . ”


  Cecil Bundy timidly raises his hand.


  “Excuthe m-m-me, thir,” he stutters, his eyes already filling with tears, “I th-th-think I m-m-may have theen th-th-th-thomething.”


  “This is no time for games, Cecil,” Mr. Brush sighs, taking a step closer to the boy. “This is a very serious matter. Very serious.”


  “W-w-well, thir,” Cecil lisps, looking at his desktop, “I, I think I thaw th-thomething.”


  Brush takes another step closer to Cecil, towering over him. “You think you thaw . . . ”


  Grant snickers.


  Mr. Brush glares at his son, then turns his crocodile gaze back on Cecil. “You think you saw something, Cecil?”


  A tear dribbles from Cecil’s eye, and he sniffles. Grant snickers again. Graham elbows him.


  “I th-th-thaw what happened, thir.”


  “You saw Philip lose his temper and attack Grant? And you saw Graham trying to help defend his brother?”


  “No,” Cecil says, drawing a deep, shaky breath, “I th-th-thaw Gwaham holding Philip down while Gwant gave Philip b-birfday beats.”


  “Well,” Mr. Brush says incredulously, taking a step back from Cecil, “Did anyone else in the class see what Cecil saw?”


  The other kids just sit there looking down at their desktops.


  Mr. Brush taps his toe on the floor for what seems like an eternity, scanning the top of each downturned head with his bulging eyes. Finally, he says, “Well, then, it really doesn’t seem that there is enough . . . ”


  Adeline Brown raises her hand.


  “Yes, Adeline?” Mr. Brush says impatiently.


  Like most of the kids who attend the Tabernacle of God’s Will, Adeline hardly ever talks; but, unlike the rest of them, when Adeline does speak, it’s difficult to get her to stop. The words spray out of her like bullets from a machine gun with a stuck trigger.


  “I saw what happened, too. I watched the whole thing. Graham and Grant told Philip they were gonna give him Birthday Beats, and then they held him down and started punching him because it’s his birthday today, even though Birthday Beats are against the rules. Grant called Mr. Packer Mr. Pecker, and Graham called him Ass-Packer, and they said they didn’t care about the no Birthday Beats rule at all, and no adults were there to see what happened because Miss Underwood was in your office, and Grant and Graham punched Philip twenty times, even though it should have only been thirteen times because Philip turned thirteen today, not twenty, obviously, but they started counting the punches all over again after Michael tried to make them stop, but Graham and Grant’s friends held onto Michael, and, like . . . ”


  “All right, Adeline,” Mr. Brush interrupts, but she keeps right on going until the dismissal bell rings. Usually all the students would immediately spring from their seats, but today nobody moves.


  “So,” says Mr. Brush, after the echo of the school bell has faded, “is there anyone else who has the same story as Cecil and Adeline?”


  One by one, other students raise their hands.


  Mr. Brush slouches a little. “Grant, Graham,” he says to his sons, “go to the office, please.”


  “Gonna walk with us, Dad?” Grant wonders.


  “No, Mr. Packer will escort you. Mr. Packer, please see that an Official Notice of Suspension is filled out for each of them, and call their mother to come pick them up.”


  Grum and Grunt look stunned as they are led out of the room by Mr. Packer, whose clenched-lipped, wrinkled-brow expression fights to conceal a slight grin.


  Mr. Brush turns to the class and says, “You are dismissed.” He leaves the room without saying another word, with the Incident Report still clutched in his hand.


  


  Yellow to Blue


  The screech of the whistle echoes through the gymnasium.


  Sneaker soles honk and squeak as we stop running around the gym and freeze in position.


  “SQUAD FORMATION!” Mr. Packer barks.


  We scramble to form four straight, parallel lines facing the coach, who stands beneath a basketball hoop like a Roman warrior in track pants. When Mr. Packer is sporting his navy blue T-shirt with the word COACH stenciled on the front, you’re dealing with the real man, and you had better fall in line. The whistle chirps again.


  “INSTRUCTION POSITION!”


  We drop to the floor on our behinds, cross-legged, backs straight, hands in our laps; no talking, no fidgeting, no nonsense. “TODAY. WE. WILL. BE. PLAYING. FLOOR HOCKEY!”


  Mr. Packer enunciates each word succinctly. It comes as no surprise to anyone that we are playing floor hockey again. Mr. Packer is the head coach of the Faireville Blue Flames Triple-A Bantam Hockey Club; when he’s not playing Vice Principal, he is always in his blue leather club jacket with “HEAD COACH” emblazoned on both sleeves. In fact, our Phys. Ed. classes are devoted exclusively to playing floor hockey, except for a couple of weeks in early September when we play soccer, to justify the soccer goalposts donated to the school by the club to which Mr. Brush belongs.


  With the boys of the three academically segregated classes put together like this twice a week, Mr. Packer has made the progressive educational decision to divide us into four “squads” — blue, white, red and yellow — based on what he supposes our athletic abilities to be. Our squad assignments are permanent for the entire year; each of us was required to purchase a blue, white, red or yellow T-shirt as part of our official Faireville Public School gym uniform.


  “BLUE SQUAD! WHITE SQUAD! FACEOFF POSITIONS!”


  My brother, Michael, is on the Blue squad, along with Graham and Grant Brush, Brian Passmore, Trevor Blunt, and Bernie Wall. It’s not a coincidence that all six of these boys play for the hockey team Mr. Packer coaches, and that their gym T-shirts are the same colour as the navy-blue jerseys the Blue Flames wear for home games. Michael centres the top forward line on the team, with Grant Brush on the right wing and Graham on the left. Blunt and Passmore (a great name for a hockey player, I think) are the top defensemen on the team, and their starting goaltender is Wall (maybe the best name ever for a goalie). Passmore is one of Michael’s best friends, but my brother doesn’t care much for Grum, Grunt, or Blunt; nevertheless, you play with whoever the coach tells you to.


  White squad consists of Billy O’Malley, Sam Simpson, Toby Frenier, Jake Burns, Turner Thrift and Brandon Doggart, who make up the number two forward line, the second defense pair and the backup goalie for the Blue Flames, who just happen to wear white jerseys for their away games.


  “RED SQUAD! YELLOW SQUAD! ON THE BENCH!”


  All four squads are supposed to get equal time playing during gym class, but Mr. Packer’s stopwatch functions in such a way that the Blue and White squads spend the majority of the class playing while the rest of us sit on the bench and watch. Mr. Packer wants “his boys” to get all the practice they can; they made it all the way to the regional finals last year, only to lose in game seven to their arch-rivals, the Gasberg Pipefitters. Mr. Packer wants to win that cup this season; you can almost smell the desire burning inside him (or maybe it’s just those bean burritos he eats for lunch).


  When I started attending Faireville Public School in September, I was shoved into the appropriately named Yellow squad, most of whom spend gym class cringing and ducking to avoid getting hit by the floor hockey puck. It doesn’t help that our bright yellow T-shirts make us even easier targets.


  During the rare moments when Yellow squad is actually out on the floor (usually when the guys on the Blue and White squads are taking a break to visit the water fountain), I play Centre. So far this year, we’ve been outscored one-hundred-ninety-six to twenty by Red squad, who, despite the colour of their T-shirts, are not exactly the Detroit Red Wings. Of our twenty measly goals, I’ve scored nineteen of them myself, and assisted on the other one. It’s a pretty big accomplishment when you consider my teammates.


  My right-winger is Anthony Caldwell-Wheelwright. He’s the best student in 8-A, a prize-winning classical pianist and a gold-medal-winning downhill skier. He’s also got the best pedigree of any grade eight student; his parents are from two of the wealthiest Old Weller families in Faireville. I got to know Anthony at this year’s County Science Fair; my project on genetic mutations won first prize in the Biology category, and his demonstration on the sound waves produced by musical instruments took top honours in Physics.


  Since Anthony is already The Best in every category that matters to him, he couldn’t care less about hockey. Once, while we were sitting on the bench, he told me that “the function of team sports in society is to provide a niche for the individually unremarkable.” I didn’t bother bringing up the individual achievements of hockey players like Wayne Gretzky or Martin Brodeur. Despite his distaste for the game, Anthony has earned assists on all eighteen of my goals, since we’ve got a system where I pass the puck to him, and he rolls his eyes and immediately fires it right back at me.


  Team Yellow’s left-winger is less predictable. Caleb Carter suffers from severe Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, but his elderly parents refuse to believe he has any sort of medical problem; in their minds he’s merely “a bit rambunctious.” They refuse to shell out any of their old-age-pension money for the Ritalin he’s been prescribed to help him stay focused, so Caleb spends most of his shift running around in circles and tripping over his plastic hockey stick. He has scored two goals this year; one was the result of a shot I took myself that deflected off his stick when he randomly galloped between me and the net. Caleb’s second goal of the season, which didn’t get recorded on the sheet on Mr. Packer’s clipboard, was an accidental shot over our own goalie, who had fallen down after becoming tangled in his own untied shoelaces.


  Our goaltender, Stevie Underwood, can’t really play any other position, since his thick glasses tend to fall off his face when he runs, often to be trampled by Caleb Carter. At least those huge glasses protect Stevie somewhat when he gets hit in the face with the puck, which happens a lot.


  Stevie doesn’t get a lot of support from Yellow squad’s defensemen. Bradley Miller’s parents belong to the Tabernacle of God’s Will, so he has been exempted from wearing a glaring yellow T-shirt like the rest of us, since the Tabernacle rules require him to wear an itchy, bulky wool suit that looks like it was purchased from a mail-order catalogue in 1890. Bradley can hardly breathe, let alone run, in this outfit, but at least the thick material cushions the blow when the puck hits him. Bradley doesn’t have much enthusiasm for sports anyway, probably because of all the weekends he’s forced to stand in front of the Faireville Memorial Arena handing out pamphlets. Music, Movies and Sports — The DEVIL’S DISTRACTIONS!


  Yellow squad’s other defenseman is Cecil Bundy, who is often already crying before we even arrive at the gym. In the boy’s change room before our last Phys. Ed. class, while Cecil was sitting on a bench tying up his gym shoes, Grant Brush danced around in front of him, waving his little penis in Cecil’s face, singing, “H-h-hey, B-b-baby Bulk! I’m talkin’ to you, Th-th-theethill! I th-th-thee you guys th-th-thell all-day l-l-lollipops at the Incredible B-b-bulk. Well, h-h-here’s thomething you can th-th-thuck on all day, b-b-buddy!”


  “Knock it off, Grant,” my brother Michael demanded.


  “What?” Grant laughed, “You gonna tell the Principal on me, Michael?”


  “No,” Michael said, “but I might start shooting at the net more and passing to you less.”


  “Whatever,” Grant mumbled, pulling his gym shorts up over his little wiener. He didn’t want to jeopardize his chance of winning the league-scoring trophy again this year. Besides, he had already accomplished his mission; Cecil Bundy was sobbing like a grieving widow.


  Since Grant Brush and his brother Graham were suspended from school yesterday, Cecil Bundy is not crying at the beginning of gym class today. I sit down beside him on the bench, and pat him on the shoulder. He flinches.


  “Hey, Cecil,” I say, “thanks for standing up for me yesterday. That took a lot of guts.”


  “I h-h-hate Gwaham and G-g-gwant,” he says, tears welling up in his eyes. “Th-they are s-s-such assholes.”


  “I have to agree,” I say.


  “Th-they’ll p-p-probably k-k-k-kill me.”


  “Maybe not. Maybe they won’t think they’re so untouchable anymore.”


  “M-maybe.”


  “Anyway, I just wanted to say thanks, Cecil. You were the only one brave enough to speak up first. I owe you one.”


  “You’re welcome,” he says, without stuttering. His lip quivers a little, but he doesn’t cry.


  Mr. Packer’s whistle screeches again.


  “GAME ON!”


  “Time out, coach!” Michael calls out.


  The whistle toots.


  “TIME OUT! What’s the problem, Skyler?


  “Blue squad is missing two players, Coach. Graham and Grant are, um, absent today.”


  “It’s a team sport, Skyler,” Mr. Packer says. “When you’re missing teammates, you just have to play on the best you can without them.”


  Michael motions at the bench. “Why don’t we bring in a couple of the other guys? My brother can play on either wing.”


  This statement is theoretically true. Although I’ve never played on an actual ice hockey team, every winter since we were little kids Michael and I have dragged our sticks, skates, and net out to the frozen stretch of creek that runs through the forest behind our house, racing each other, passing the puck back and forth, taking shots on the net. Sometimes Billy, Brian, Jake and Toby from Michael’s Triple-A team will come over with a second net, and we’ll have a game of three-on-three. They rarely ever talk to me, but they never argue with Michael about letting me play, either. Michael and I have skated together and passed to each other for so long, we can almost read each other’s minds.


  “No,” Mr. Packer says. “Breaking up the squads will mess up my record-keeping.”


  From my observations, it seems that Mr. Packer’s “record-keeping” results in the boys on Blue squad automatically receiving A+ grades in Physical Education on their report cards, while everyone on White squad gets an A. Red squad gets Bs, and Yellow squad receives Mercy Cs, except for Cecil and Stevie, who have wept during class and are thus awarded Fs for their failure to “suck it up.”


  “Why don’t we just play for fun today?” Michael suggests. “We don’t have to keep score, and you won’t have to keep any records.”


  “You don’t win games by playing for fun,” Mr. Packer says.


  “So you want us to play five-on-three?” Michael wonders.


  “Penalty-killing practice,” Mr. Packer says. “It’s going to happen out there on the ice sometimes.”


  “But we’re not on the ice right now, sir,” Michael says.


  “REMIND ME, MICHAEL,” Mr. Packer says in his booming Official Coaching Voice, “WHO. IS. THE. COACH.”


  “I’m not trying to cause trouble, coach. I just want you to see Philip play,” Michael lowers his voice, “you know, with guys who can actually play hockey.”


  “I don’t know, Michael,” Mr. Packer sighs. “With all of Philip’s injuries, I think he’d rather just sit out today’s game.”


  There he goes again, talking about me like I’m not even here. Maybe he thinks my facial deformity comes with a hearing impediment.


  “I’m okay,” I say from the bench, “I’ll play.”


  Of course, there isn’t a single square inch of my body that isn’t in some kind of pain from the beating I took yesterday, but Michael is sticking his neck out for me again, and I’m not going to let him down.


  “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Mr. Packer says to Michael.


  “Please, coach?” Michael says.


  “I’m okay, Mr. Packer,” I reassure him.


  Mr. Packer sighs, shrugs, and without looking at me, calls out, “PHILIP SKYLER! SUB IN ON LEFT WING ON BLUE SQUAD.”


  I grab a stick and stand to the left of the face-off circle, next to Michael.


  “ANYONE ELSE FROM RED OR YELLOW SQUAD WANT TO JOIN BLUE SQUAD FOR A SHIFT?”


  No one on the bench moves or makes a sound.


  “THEN IT’S FIVE-ON-FOUR HOCKEY. TEAM WHITE WITH THE MAN ADVANTAGE.”


  Mr. Packer strides over to the stage, snatches up the puck he’s left there.


  “He doesn’t think you belong here, Philip,” Michael whispers to me. “Prove him wrong.”


  Mr. Packer returns, holds the orange plastic puck over the face-off circle. “Remember, Michael, if Philip gets hurt, it’s not my fault,” he says, loudly enough for the other players to understand that they’ve just been given permission to try to hurt me.


  The whistle screeches and the puck hits the floor. Michael wins the face-off, and jabs the puck over to me. The adrenaline surges through me. Everything becomes more vivid. Time slows. I see and hear everything.


  I duck Turner Thrift’s elbow (he was one of the guys who held onto Michael while Grum and Grunt beat me up yesterday). I fake a shot at the goalie, then flip the puck over Turner’s stick to Michael. As the goalie moves over to take Michael’s shot away, I rush forward, dodging a shoulder-checking attempt from Sam Simpson. Michael passes the puck between Sam’s feet, right onto the blade on my stick like he always does. My wrist shot hits the net over the goalie’s shoulder.


  After the whistle blows, Turner Thrift shoves me from behind. I heard him coming, though, so my hands were already out to cushion the fall. I do a few quick pushups, then I get up and grin at Turner (which, with my distorted features, resembles a wolf snarling). He gives me the finger as he backs away. Mr. Packer pretends not to notice any of this.


  “Nice shot, Philip,” Brian Passmore says to me.


  “Beginner’s luck, Monkeyface,” says Trevor Blunt, who is playing for the same squad I am (he was the other guy who held onto Michael yesterday).


  From the bench, Cecil Bundy claps and cheers. It may be the first time that I’ve seen him smile during gym class. In fact, it may be the first time that I’ve seen Cecil smile at school.


  Sam Simpson calls out to Cecil, “Siddown, Cecil, before I re-arrange your face.”


  Mr. Packer does not overhear this threat. Cecil stops smiling and sits down. Mr. Packer stands at the centre of the gym and holds the puck over his head.


  “You take this face-off, Philip,” Michael says.


  I change places with him, and cross sticks with Sam Simpson, who says, “Watch you don’t lose a finger or an eye, Monkeyface.”


  Although Mr. Packer is standing right beside us, he somehow fails again to hear Sam’s threats. The whistle chirps, and he throws the puck to the floor. I beat Sam to it, pass it over to Michael, then sidestep the slashing blade of Sam’s stick as I rush past him, my eyes and fingers still intact.
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  Phys. Ed. class is over now, and we’re in the boys’ change room, getting back into our regular school clothes. I ducked a lot of elbows, dodged a few shoulder and hip-checks, and jumped over several stick blades jabbed out in attempts to trip me, but I didn’t fall a second time.


  The change-room banter is different today, and it isn’t just because Grant and Graham Brush aren’t in here swinging their penises around. We weren’t officially keeping score, but everyone knows that the four-man Blue squad beat the five-man White squad by a score of ten to two. I got five goals, with assists from Michael, and Michael got five, with passes from me. Ten short-handed goals from the Skyler Brothers.


  By the end of gym class, the Red and Yellow squad guys were cheering every time Michael or I touched the puck. Caleb Carter got so excited he fell off the end of the bench; he’s holding an ice pack on his elbow now. Even avowed individualist Anthony Caldwell-Wheelwright patted me on the back as we filed out of the gymnasium and said, “Good game, Skyler.”


  “Doesn’t mean nothin’,” Sam Simpson says. “They weren’t our real teams. We weren’t even keeping score.”


  “So you fags can knock off the friggin’ cheerleading already,” Turner Thrift adds. Brandon Doggart, White squad’s goalie, assures his Blue Flames teammates, “Don’t worry, boys, I wasn’t even trying today. It was a charity game.”


  “We’ll start playing for real again when Graham and Grant get back,” Sam Simpson says, “and Monkeyface can go back to warming the bench for the Faggot squad.”


  Michael strides over to the bench where Sam, Turner and Brandon sit.


  “You guys lost fair and square, so stop being sucks about it,” he says, staring at each one of them in turn. “Wanna tell me my goals don’t count? Wanna call me a faggot for beating you?”


  None of them say anything else, but when Michael turns around, Sam Simpson looks at me and mumbles “Faggot Monkeyface” under his breath.


  Michael spins around, hissing, “What did you say, Simpson?”


  I’m getting just as tired of people speaking for me as I am of them speaking about me. I am right here. I am not going away. “My name is Philip,” I say, “not Monkeyface, Simpleton.”


  The volume of conversation in the room drops. Everyone knows how much Sam Simpson hates the nickname “Simpleton”; it probably has something to do with the fact that, other than Phys. Ed., he is failing every subject.


  He rises in front of me and raises his fists. “Stand up, Monkeyface,” he demands. “Let’s fuckin’ go!”


  I stand up. “What, Sam? You gonna re-arrange my face?” I stick my chin out. “Maybe you can fix it up for me a little. C’mon, Sam, do me a favour.”


  A few of the guys chuckle at this.


  “Ah, screw you!” Sam barks. He retreats to the bench on the other side of the dressing room.


  “You’re so dead at recess, Monkeyface,” Brandon Doggart says. “I’m gonna make your right eye match your left one.”


  I am not putting up with this crap for the rest of my life. I walk over to where Brandon sits. “Just in case you missed it earlier, my name is Philip.”


  “No, faggot,” Brandon says, “your name is Monkeyface.”


  “Okay then, Doggart. And from now on, your name will be Dogfart.” I sniff the air. “Kinda fits.”


  The dressing room is completely silent now. Brandon shakes his head slowly back and forth. “Monkeyface, you are so fucking dead at recess. So. Fucking. Dead.”


  “You must have learned that each-word-as-it’s-own-sentence technique from Coach Packer, eh?” I say.


  “Dead,” is all Brandon says, then he stares at me, glowering, unblinking.


  His stare won’t kill me, though. In fact, nothing he is prepared to do will actually kill me. He can punch me, kick me, throw elbows at my face during a floor hockey game, call me names, whatever. Nothing he or anyone else here is prepared to do will kill me. I didn’t die yesterday, and I’m not going to die today.


  “You know what, Brandon?” I say, “Why wait until recess? Why don’t you stand up right now and kill me?”


  “Philip . . . ” Michael says.


  “Come on, Brandon. Stand up. Kill me. Take my life. Do it. Murder me. Make me stop breathing. Make my heart stop beating. Make my brain stop thinking. Do it. Kill me. Come on.”


  Brandon Doggart unlocks his eyes from mine and looks over at my brother. “What the hell is wrong with this kid? Has he got mental problems?”


  “Nothing’s wrong with him,” Michael snaps.


  I look around the dressing room. “Actually, guys, there is something wrong with me. I have a genetic defect. I was born with a deformed face. And it does make me look sort of like a monkey.”


  Wow. It is so quiet in here.


  “And if you feel you need to remind me about it by calling me Monkeyface, go ahead. I’ll live.”


  I make eye contact with Caleb Carter, Stevie Underwood, and Bradley Miller, who are wide-eyed, teetering on the edge of the bench nearest the dressing room door. Then I sit down on the bench beside Cecil Bundy, who is sniffling. “It’s okay, Cecil,” I tell him. “You’ll live, too.”
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  Mr. Packer strides into the change room. He has already changed back into his Vice Principal’s suit, and he speaks pure Vice Principal.


  “In case I don’t see you boys again today,” he says, “everyone have a safe and restful Christmas holiday. And, for those of you who play for the Blue Flames, a reminder that it’s not a holiday from hockey — we’ve still got a full practice Monday afternoon.”


  He turns to Michael, points a thumb in my direction. “Can he skate?”


  I’m right here, Packer! I’m not deaf! “I can skate,” I say.


  “He can skate,” Michael confirms.


  “Good,” Mr. Packer says. “Bring him with you to practice on Monday. Maybe we can teach him a few things.”


  


  Brown Is Not a Colour


  At recess I see Adeline Brown quietly making her way toward the back of the schoolyard. She’s gripping her Bible Stories for Children book in one hand, and the brown paper bag containing her recess snack in the other.


  “Hey, Adeline!” I say as I catch up with her.


  “Oh, Philip, it’s you,” she says with relief. Then she studies my face, her brown eyes amplified to bug-like proportions by her thick, old-fashioned glasses.


  “That looks terrible,” she says. “Does it hurt?”


  “Not as much as it hurts other people to look at it.”


  “No, no,” she says, her cheeks flushing a deep red, “I wouldn’t . . . I didn’t mean . . . I meant your black eye.”


  “It’s okay,” I say, smiling as best I can. “I was just kidding. Self-deprecating humour. Ha ha.”


  “You know I would never make fun of your . . . ” She pauses, studies her buckled, Pilgrim-like shoes. “I’m not exactly a fashion model myself.” She tucks her Bible Stories for Children under her arm, reaches into the paper bag and pulls out a sleeve of cold french fries coated in congealed fat, and a small jar of “Cheez.” She dips a few fries into the iridescent orange. “Want some?” she offers.


  I politely decline. If this is her mother’s idea of a nutritious afternoon snack, it’s no wonder Adeline has weight problems.


  “I just wanted to thank you for standing up and telling Mr. Brush what happened yesterday, Adeline.”


  “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you,” she says. “Since I always wish that someone would stand up for me once in a while, it was my Christian duty to say something.”


  A wave of hot guilt rushes through me. When a crowd has gathered around Adeline or Cecil or some other unfortunate soul, I have always just quietly slipped away, thinking, better them than me.


  She dips another handful of cold, dangly fries into the jar of orange goop. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some?”


  “Okay, maybe one.” The stuff sticks in my throat like a ball of phlegm. “Mmmm. Thanks.”


  I hear giggling behind us. It’s the Little Colour Girls.


  “Aw, look!” coos Lara Lavender. “Adeline has a boyfriend!”


  “What a cute couple!” Carrie Green exclaims.


  “A match made in Heaven!” Caitlin Black adds.


  They skip away, tittering like chickadees. “Oh, no!” she says. “Now we’re in for it.” Adeline’s Bible Stories for Children book slips from under her arm and falls in the snow.


  “Hey,” I say, “they can’t be nearly as bad as Grum and Grunt, and we beat them yesterday, right?”


  Adeline’s eyes widen, an effect that is amplified dramatically by the lenses of her glasses. “Oh, they are as bad as Graham and Grant. Worse, in fact.”


  She starts talking in that machinegun-fire way of hers. “At least all the teachers know those guys are jerks, they’ve just been afraid to do anything about it because Graham and Grant’s dad is their boss. But the Little Colour Girls? They’re the definition of wolves in sheep’s clothing. They’ve got everyone fooled. They giggle like little goo-goo dolls and bat their long eyelashes and draw little hearts on their test papers with ‘I love school’ written in them, and they leave expensive treats from their mothers’ shops on the teachers’ desks with fancy little cards that say things like ‘Thanks for being the BESTEST Teacher EVER!!!!’ and all the teachers think that they’re just the sweetest little things. They’re just as mean as Graham and Grant, but sneakier. And that makes them worse.”


  She squeezes the top of her snack bag closed and folds her arms together tightly across her chest. “A couple of weeks ago, the three of them caught up with me on the way home from school. I thought they were going to start calling me Fat-a-line, or ask me if I got my clothes at Frumps ‘R’ Us. That’s the kind of thing they do, so if I tell on them, they can just bat their eyelashes and claim that I must have misunderstood what they said, and then the teacher gets down on me for trying to get them in trouble. But they didn’t make fun of me at all. In fact, Lara told me that she and Carrie and Caitlin had been discussing it, and that they thought maybe they should let me join the Little Colour Girls, since my last name is Brown.


  “I suspected they were setting me up, since they’re always torturing me, like giving me cards with hippos and pigs printed on them on Valentine’s Day, or handing me fashion and dieting magazines during library class. So I told them, ‘Thanks for the offer, but I really doubt that you want me to join your group.’ But then the next day at school there was a beautiful card, an official invitation to join the Little Colour Girls for my initiation ceremony.”


  “Initiation ceremony?”


  “I was worried about that, too, but they assured me that it would be ‘great fun’ — we would just dress up in some fancy clothes, drink some tea and eat some bon-bons, and then there would be a ceremony where I would ‘welcomed into the sisterhood.’ They sounded so sincere about it. So, I pretended to be sick so I could skip my Friday night Bible study group, and I snuck out to meet them at Lara’s house, which is like Buckingham Palace compared to the shack we live in. Sure enough, there were teacups and candles and little china plates full of candies everywhere, and the three of them were all dressed up in fancy satin dresses, and of course Lara’s was lavender, Carrie’s was green, and Caitlin’s was black, just like their names. They told me that all I had to do was put on the special brown ball dress they had found for me, and then I would officially be one of the Little Colour Girls.”


  “That’s it? That was the ceremony? You had me thinking you’d be drenched in pig’s blood or something. So then what? What did they do that makes them worse than Grum and Grunt?”


  “I was supposed to take off all of my clothes, except for my underwear, then fold everything up and hand it over to them. Then I was to go down into the cellar, where I would find my brown satin ball dress hanging. Once I had put it on, I was supposed to emerge again into the room, and they would all clap for me, we would share what they called a ‘hug of sisterhood,’ and then I would officially be one of the Little Colour Girls. I wasn’t too crazy about the whole plan, but Lara told me they all did the same thing when they made their ‘Bestest Friends Forever’ pact, and that it was supposed to represent me shedding my skin, turning from a caterpillar to a butterfly, or something like that. And everything was so beautiful, and they all seemed so sincere . . . ”


  Tears collect in the rims of Adeline’s glasses.


  “I’ll never forgive myself for believing them.”


  “What happened?”


  “I don’t think I want to talk about it anymore. Ugly girls don’t have any friends.”


  She bends to pick up her fallen Bible Stories for Children, and her glasses slip from her face.


  With her glasses off, she can’t see me looking at her. She’s got straight white teeth, and perfectly formed pink lips; these features alone make her beautiful compared to me. With those clunky old glasses off her face, her cute dimple of a nose is no longer camouflaged, and her dark brown eyes are not magnified or distorted.


  “You’re not ugly, Adeline,” I tell her.


  “It’s nice of you to say that, but . . . ”


  “I mean it.”


  She slides her glasses back onto her face, and takes a deep breath. “So I went down into the cellar to put on the brown ball dress, thinking, ‘I am going to be a Little Colour Girl.’ ” Her lip quivers. She bites it.


  “They locked me in. There was no ball dress. Lara said through the door, ‘You can’t be one of the Little Colour Girls, Adeline!’ Then Carrie said, ‘Everyone knows that brown isn’t a real colour!’ Then Caitlin said, ‘Yeah! Mr. Springthorpe said so in science class.’ I just let myself out the basement door and ran home in my underwear.”


  A split-second image flashes in my mind, of Adeline’s round, naked breasts bouncing as she runs. My erection suddenly thickens. Adeline is pouring her soul out to me, and I’ve got a boner. Why can’t I control this stupid thing?


  “Jesus, Adeline.” I don’t know what else to say.


  “You shouldn’t take the Lord’s name in vain like that, Philip,” she says.


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” she shrugs. “Thanks for listening.”


  “Thanks for standing up for me yesterday,” I say.


  As we all stand in line waiting to be let back into the school after recess, Lara Lavender, Caitlin Black and Carrie Green cluster together with Sam Simpson, Turner Thrift and Brandon Doggart, whispering and giggling. The Little Colour Girls and the Little-Brain Boys. I’ve got a pretty good idea of what they’re discussing, and I think Adeline does, too. She stands as far as possible from me in line.


  My brother Michael is beside me. “How come you didn’t come play field hockey with us, Philip?”


  “I wanted to thank Adeline Brown for telling Mr. Brush what happened yesterday.”


  “Listen, Philip, take some advice from someone who’s been at this school since Kindergarten, okay? You’re not going to make any friends here by hanging out with losers like Adeline Brown. It’s just the way it is.”


  I don’t look at him or say anything as we trudge into the school.


  


  The Meaning of Know


  This is the last class before Christmas Holidays begin. Here in the windowless, overheated Science Room, the feeling of desperate anticipation is rising to a slow boil, even without Grant Brush to stir the pot. Mr. Springthorpe has not arrived yet; he is habitually late when he has to teach Class 8-C.


  A shower of spitballs and eraser chunks rain down from the back right corner of the classroom, where Sam Simpson, Trevor Blunt, and a few of Grant Brush’s other toadies sit. I occupy the middle desk of the middle row, right in the crossfire zone. Adeline sits beside Cecil in the front left corner. She has not made eye contact with me since recess ended.


  Caitlin Black sits in the front right corner, looking unhappy to be here as always. Because she was struggling in Math and Science classes, Caitlin has been transferred into the more “deliberately paced learning environment” of Class 8-C. There has been none of her usual chirping and preening. Separated from Lara and Carrie, Caitlin has seemed translucent, colourless, a mere outline of herself. But today she’s got fire in her eyes.


  Caitlin turns and stares at me for a moment, probably wondering what Adeline has told me. She can’t read my face, though, so turns her sniper’s eye on Adeline, who is hunched over hiding in her science textbook, stalwartly ignoring the little projectiles that bounce off her back and catch in her hair.


  Caitlin isn’t the only one with eyes trained on Adeline. In Mr. Springthorpe’s absence, Sam Simpson has been scanning the room for a victim.


  “Hey, Adeline,” he calls out. “Yeah, I’m lookin’ at you, you ugly cow! Since you’re a Bible freak and all, I’ve got a Bible question for ya.”


  Caitlin wears a feline expression; her green eyes narrow, lips in a tight, slender grin, the ends of her long red hair like spikes against either cheek. She’s in on this.


  “So, like, in the Bible,” Sam says, “the word ‘know’ means having sex, right?”


  “Answer him, Adeline,” Caitlin Black demands.


  “Why don’t you read the Bible and find out for yourself,” Adeline says.


  “Here’s an example,” Sam says. “In the Bible, ‘Adeline knows Philip’ would mean ‘Adeline fucks Philip,’ right?”


  A few of the other kids giggle and gasp.


  “Congratulations, Sam,” Adeline says, without unlocking her eyes from her science book. “For a change you’re right about something. ‘To know’ occurs frequently in the Bible — ‘and Adam knew Eve,’ ‘I have two daughters which have not known man,’ and so on. Most people who study the Bible agree that the term ‘to know,’ or yada in Hebrew, refers specifically to having sex, or ‘fucking’ as you put it.”


  Everyone in the class is quiet. Nobody can quite believe that they have just heard Adeline Brown, a uniform-wearing member of the Tabernacle of God’s Will, say the word “fucking.”


  “After Biblical times,” Adeline continues, “if you got caught having sex with someone you weren’t supposed to, like your sister or somebody else’s wife, you would be punished ‘For Unlawful Carnal Knowledge.’” She pronounces these last four words slowly. “See? It spells fuck.”


  This was not the reaction Sam was hoping for from Adeline, so he turns to Caleb Carter, who has been flipping through the pages of a Star Wars fan magazine. Sam reaches over and snatches it away.


  “Hey, Monkeyface,” Sam calls out, “If you and Adeline get to know each other enough, this is what your baby’s gonna look like!” He holds the magazine open to a picture of the sluglike Jabba the Hutt. “It’ll have your face and Adeline’s body!”


  I shrug. “At least my kids will be able to add and spell.”


  Sam is pretty sure he’s just been insulted. “You better watch it, Monkeyface,” he says.


  “Yeah, yeah,” I say, waving my hand in the air like I’m swatting away a fly. “Beat me up after school, okay?”


  “I might just do that, Monkeyface,” Sam says. “Be ready.”


  Sam stretches his neck out into the hallway to see if Mr. Springthorpe is on his way. Then he reaches out with a blue magic marker and scrawls the words “CEESIL B. SUCKS THESE!” at the bottom of a faded biology poster entitled The Male Reproductive System. “Hey, Baby Bulk!” he calls out. “I wrote a little poem about you!”


  Cecil looks back at Sam and says, “J-just because y-you th-thuck them, d-doesn’t m-mean I do, Th-tham.”


  “Gee-ZUSS!” Sam grunts. “What’s gotten into the geeks today, Trevor?”


  “Pretty friggin’ mouthy, eh?” Trevor says. “Maybe they think they can shoot off their mouths because holidays start tomorrow.”


  “Remind Cecil that Christmas hasn’t arrived yet,” Sam says.


  Cecil cowers as Trevor dramatically raises his fist in the air.


  “Okay, people,” Mr. Springthorpe calls out from down the hallway, “here I come. Settle down and get your Science notebooks out.”


  I have a theory that Mr. Springthorpe announces his imminent entrance like this so he won’t have to witness what’s been going on before his arrival, and therefore won’t have to actually do anything about it.


  Trevor drops his fist to his side. Sam tosses the magic marker into a nearby garbage pail. Caitlin stops glaring at Adeline and puts on her sweet Little Colour Girl face. The stormy rumble of conversation fades, and the rain of little projectiles stops abruptly, as if a new weather system has swept into the classroom. Mr. Springthorpe switches on the overhead projector, and tosses a time-yellowed transparency onto the dust-specked glass.


  “Okay, people,” he drones, as he wanders toward his desk at the front of the class. “You are to copy this note on Temperature, Heat, and the Particle Theory. When you’re finished, you can read pages 106 to 125 and answer the questions on 127 and 128. That should keep you all busy until the end of class, but if you have time for chit-chat and goofing off, I can assign more.” He sits down and opens a Sportsweek magazine. “So, unless there are any questions . . . ”


  I raise my hand.


  “Uh, yes, Philip?” he says, somewhat surprised. In his science classes, Mr. Springthorpe is more accustomed to the sound of pens scratching down notes than to any sort of human discourse.


  “I’ve got a question about a topic from a previous class, sir.”


  “Philip,” he sighs, “is this something you could look back in your notes and find out for yourself?”


  “Well, actually, sir, I’m looking for some clarification on a point you made during our class on light and its spectrum.”


  “Mmm-hmm?”


  “Well, sir, if I recall correctly, you told us in class that the colour brown is not actually a colour at all.”


  Caitlin looks back at me, wide-eyed, her Little Colour Girl mask momentarily cracking. Adeline’s face is still hidden in her textbook, but I know she’s listening. I hope I’m doing the right thing.


  “That’s correct,” Mr. Springthorpe says. “Brown isn’t a colour — it’s just an impression created by our eyes and brains.”


  “But, sir,” I say, flipping my science textbook open to the glossary section, “according to the definition you had us copy into our notes, colour is the appearance of objects (or light sources) described in terms of a person’s perception of their hue and lightness (or brightness) and saturation. So, by definition, colour is an impression created by our eyes and brains. Brown is a colour, right?”


  Mr. Springthorpe sits up in his chair. “Well, Philip, I suppose you’ve got a point there. But brown doesn’t appear on the spectrum, so it’s still not technically a colour.”


  Caitlin smiles smugly.


  “So, what you’re saying is, in terms of perception, brown is a colour, but in physical terms it isn’t.”


  “Uh, right,” Mr. Springthorpe says, re-opening his Sportsweek.


  “And this is because when you run white light through a prism and break it into its separate colours, you don’t actually see brown light?”


  “That’s correct, Philip. Now, you had better get started copying that note.”


  “But yellow exists on the spectrum, right?”


  “Of course,” Mr. Springthorpe says impatiently. “Yellow is one of the primary colours, so . . . ”


  “Well, from what I understand, sir, the colour brown can be described as our perception of yellow. For yellow light to appear brown, it . . . ”


  “Did your father put you up to this, Philip?” Mr. Springthorpe snaps. “Trying to discredit the lowly science teacher?”


  A few of the other kids snicker.


  Outside my father’s basement lab, on the same wall where all of his science degrees and awards are displayed, he does in fact have a framed copy of an article he once wrote on the topic of spectrography so I could have discussed the topic with my father. But I didn’t.


  “I read it in our textbook, sir,” I say. “It says that for yellow light to appear brown, it needs to be set against a background of higher luminance. So the colour brown is how our eyes and brains perceive the physical yellow wavelength of the spectrum when the yellow is darker than the colour that surrounds it.”


  “Okay, Philip! You win! Brown is a colour! I’ll change my overhead notes to say that next year, okay?”


  Adeline still hasn’t looked at me, but I can see that she’s wearing a tight-lipped smile.


  Trevor Blunt says, “Uh, will this be on the next test?”


  Mr. Springthorpe just shakes his head and flips open his magazine.


  “Sir?” I say.


  “What now?”


  “So we agree that brown is definitely a colour. But would you say that black is a colour?”


  Caitlin Black grimaces. She doesn’t like where this is heading.


  Mr. Springthorpe slaps his magazine down on the desk and stands up. “Are you trying to test me, Philip?”


  “No sir. I just want to be clear.”


  “Okay, listen,” Mr. Springthorpe huffs, now addressing the entire class. “As Philip has already explained, you can define colour in physical terms, such as the wavelength of a particular colour of light, or in terms of perception, the way our brains interpret a given wavelength within a particular physical context. So, fine, fair enough, because we perceive the colour brown as a modified version of the physical colour yellow, then brown is in fact a colour. I stand corrected on that point.” He lowers his voice, like a stage actor delivering the climactic line of a dramatic soliloquiy. “Black, however, is a different story. In physical terms, black refers to a total absence of visible radiation. It has no wavelength. And if there is no physical stimulus, there can be no perceptive response. No response equals no perception equals no colour. Therefore, I can assure you all, with absolute certainty, that black is not a colour.”


  It is the most succinct lesson Mr. Springthorpe has given all year. He sits down at his desk again, and is finally able to read his Sportsweek in peace.


  Adeline takes this opportunity to glance back at me and smile. Her colour exists on the spectrum, and even if no one else perceives it, I do.


  “Hey, Caitlin,” Adeline whispers, “you’d better not let Lara or Carrie find out that black isn’t a real colour, eh?”


  For a moment, when I see the expression on Caitlin’s face, I feel bad for her. While Lara and Carrie continue to shine in 8-A, she’s been sent down to 8-C, the Reject Class. While the other two live like princesses on the compound interest from generations-old natural gas money in their Victoria Park mansions, Caitlin lives in Cardboard Acres and qualifies as an Old Weller by lineage only. She’s the one who most wants to be a Little Colour Girl, and she’s just discovered that, scientifically speaking, her name isn’t a colour at all. Perhaps, for just a moment, Caitlin wonders if she’ll soon be in her underwear, running out through the cellar door of Lara’s house.


  But her black cat expression returns, and she hisses, “I don’t give a shit what your boyfriend says, Adeline. Black is a colour, and I am a Little Colour Girl.”


  Adeline shrugs and says, “Know thyself, Caitlin.”
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  The hallways reverberate with laughter and excited conversation. Christmas Holidays have officially begun. The idea of two whole weeks without school fills even the most Atheistic heart with a certain spiritual joy.


  Adeline catches up with me as everyone surges toward their lockers. She passes, without looking at me, and says, “Want to walk home with me today instead of taking the bus?”


  Keeping my eyes focused straight ahead, I say, “Okay.”


  She whispers, “Let’s wait until the halls have cleared out.”


  Thanks to alphabetical order, Michael’s locker is right beside mine. “Hey, Little Brother,” he says.


  “Hey, Big Brother,” I say.


  This is an inside joke we share. We both find it funny that he gets to be the Big Brother, despite me being the same size and weight as he, because Michael is four hours and thirty-two minutes older than me. Still, in the traditional sense of the term, Michael really is my Big Brother at school; my advocate, my protector, my advisor.


  “Jake and Brian and I are going over to Toby’s place to watch the Leafs play the Senators tonight. You want to come, too?”


  “Did Toby invite me?”


  “He won’t mind if you come along.”


  “I think I’ll wait until I’m invited.”


  “You impressed the guys in gym class today. You took a big step forward. Don’t take two steps backward by meeting up with Adeline Brown.”


  “Have fun at Toby’s,” I tell my brother. “I’ll come when I’m invited.”


  He sighs and shrugs. “I can’t help you if you won’t let me, Philip.”


  “I know you’re trying to help, Michael, but I want to be welcomed, not just tolerated.”


  Michael nods and says, “Fair enough.” He wanders away to meet with his buddies.


  I linger at my locker, pretending to re-organize the stuff inside. When all the other kids and most of the teachers have fled the building, Adeline appears beside me.


  The air temperature outside has warmed since recess. The thin layer of snow has mostly melted, and the playground is spongy and moist, making sucking sounds under our feet as we walk. We both leave our coats unbuttoned.


  “Thanks for what you did in science class, Philip,” Adeline says. “How did you get to be so smart? You must have a genius IQ.”


  “I’m not sure my intelligence is much above average,” I say, “I just know a lot. Not in the biblical sense of the word, of course.”


  Adeline blushes and giggles. “Well, how did you get to know so much, then?”


  “I read through several sets of encyclopedias while I was being home schooled. I just have a good memory for facts, I guess. But you know a lot about the Bible, Adeline. A lot more than I do. It’s impressive.”


  “I’ve read it a few times,” she says.


  “I’ll bet if you read through an encyclopedia set, you’d wind up knowing more than I do about everything.”


  “We don’t have any encyclopedias,” she says.


  “You can borrow mine if you want to.”


  “The only books allowed in our house are the Bible, and books about the Bible. Why do you think I still carry this around with me?” she says, holding up her Bible Stories for Children. “At least it gives me something to open in front of me during silent reading time, while I think about other things.”


  “Listen, Adeline,” I say, “I’ll bring Volume A of the World Book for you when we get back from holidays. Just keep it in your locker and read it at school. And when you’re finished with Volume A, just give it back and I’ll bring you Volume B.”


  “You would do that for me?”


  “Sure. And when you get to the last volume of World Book, I’ll start bringing you my Brittannicas.”


  A sunbeam breaks through a gap in the clouds, illuminating a patch of ground in the distance.


  “Look!” Adeline says. “It’s a Jacob’s Ladder!”


  “Is that what they call them?” I say.


  “In the Book of Genesis – 28:12, I think,” she says, “Jacob had a dream where he saw a ladder extending toward heaven. Sunbeams are supposedly a reminder of Jacob’s Ladder.”


  “I always wondered where the name came from,” I tell her. “We’ve got something called a Jacob’s Ladder in my dad’s collection of science junk in our basement. It’s basically a bunch of high-voltage transformers connected to a couple of long copper wires aimed upward in a narrow V-shape. When you turn on the power, these huge arcs of electricity climb the wires and snap at the top of the V. In old black and white movies about mad scientists, there’s always a Jacob’s Ladder snapping away in the background. It’s kind of cool.”


  The clouds shift, and the sunbeam gets brighter. Adeline sighs, and her smile melts away in the light. The mud makes a glitch-glitch sound under our feet as we continue walking. “According to my church, a Jacob’s Ladder is supposed to be symbolic of a Christian’s struggle to resist earthly temptations on the long climb to Heaven.” She sighs. “That’s the big thing at our church. Resisting temptation. Avoiding fun. Every time I see a sunbeam, I’m reminded not to enjoy it.”


  “You can come over and check out the Jacob’s Ladder in our basement sometime if you want to,” I say.


  “Philip, that would be . . . SWEET MOTHER MARY!” she yelps, as the mud in front of our feet explodes.


  “You wanna be BROWN, Adeline?” A voice hollers from inside the fence at the other side of the school yard. “We’ll MAKE you brown!”


  The voice belongs to Sam Simpson. Turner Thrift and Brandon Doggart are with him, as are Lara Lavender, Carrie Green and Caitlin Black, who are posed with their hands on their hips like a set of fashion dolls.


  “And you can be brown, too, Monkeyface!” Lara Lavender screeches.


  Another burst of muck detonates a couple of feet behind us. Sam, Turner and Brandon are lobbing mud bombs at us.


  “Nail them!” Carrie Green coaxes Sam, as he cocks back his mud-filled hand like a catapult.


  “Plaster those fucking freaks!” Lara Lavender giggles, bouncing up and down beside Brandon.


  Caitlin, whose honour they’re defending, stands off to one side.


  Adeline turns toward them, stretches her arms out wide. Has she lost her mind?


  “Adeline, what are you doing?”


  “If thine enemy strikes one cheek, offer the other,” she says.


  My face is splattered with bits of mud-shrapnel as I bend to scoop up a handful of sticky mud. “God helps those who help themselves,” I say. I press the mud between my palms into a tight, aerodynamic sphere. I hurl it hard. Turner Thrift yelps as it explodes against his chest. He loses his balance and tumbles backward onto his butt.


  As another mud bomb splatters at my feet, I load up a second time. My muscles burn as I launch this one even harder. It bursts like a brown firecracker right in Sam Simpson’s face. Sam rolls around on the ground, shouting out every obscenity in his vocabulary, to cover the fact that he’s crying uncontrollably. I don’t blame him; I’ll bet that hurt.


  Brandon Doggart’s luck is a bit better; as he bends over to help Sam get up, he inadvertently ducks the mud ball I’ve thrown at him. As they all run through the gap in the fence, Brandon yells, “This isn’t over, Monkeyface!”


  “We’ll be back, assholes!” Turner Thrift hollers.


  Sam Simpson’s swaggering bravado, however, has gone missing in action.


  Up until this point I had only been aiming at Brandon, Turner, and Sam, but when Lara Lavender yells out, “You BITCH, Adeline!” I decide that she’s got one coming too. I manage to hit her in the ass with my last shot just before she ducks through the hole in the fence. SMACK! She looks like she’s shit in her lace-trimmed lavender pants.


  “Wow! What an arm!” Adeline pants, as we run beside the railroad tracks. “I can’t believe you hit them from that distance! It was like watching a superhero in action.”


  That makes me smile as much as my deformed mouth will allow. “The Amazing Adventures of Monkeyface, the Mud-Throwing Superboy,” I say. “I’ll bet Marvel and DC Comics will be fighting for the rights to that idea.”


  “You really pounded Sam,” Adeline says. “Do you think he’ll be okay?”


  I walked along these same tracks yesterday, bleeding and limping after the beating that Grum and Grunt laid on me. Today I’m walking almost normally, and the bruises look worse than they feel. The body heals faster than the soul.


  “Sam will be okay,” I say. “He might need to use some extra soap in the shower.”


  “You got Lara pretty good with that last throw.” Adeline giggles. “She’s probably got mud in her lavender panties.”


  “She wears lavender panties?”


  “Educated guess,” Adeline says.


  Adeline finds it difficult to run in her heavy Tabernacle uniform, so we pause for a moment beside an overgrown vacant lot. “You know they’ll never leave us alone,” she says, gasping for breath. “We’ll never be able to just hang around together at school without them trying to wreck it.”


  I have to admit that she is probably right.


  We start moving again, neither of us saying anything until we’ve arrived at the outskirts of the Eastern Subdivisions, Cardboard Acres, where Adeline lives.


  “Well, here’s my street. I should probably go the rest of the way alone. My mother will freak out if she sees me alone with a boy.”


  “We’re just walking.”


  “Well, you know what walking can lead to,” she says, rolling her eyes.


  We just stand still for a moment. A few stray snowflakes flutter down between us.


  “Hey, Philip,” she says, “maybe we could meet once in a while outside of school. I could pretend to be sick and skip a Bible-study class every so often.”


  “Okay,” I tell her.


  She studies my face for a moment, cocking her head to one side. “Can I ask you a personal question?” she asks.


  “Sure.”


  “With your cleft lip, does it hurt when you kiss someone?”


  “No,” I blurt out. “It doesn’t hurt. I don’t think so. No.”


  “Just curious,” she says. “See you soon, Philip. Have a nice Christmas.”


  “You too, Adeline.”


  She puts her arms around me and hugs me close. I didn’t expect this; I’m not used to being spontaneously embraced by anyone other than my mother. We press up against each other through the open fronts of our coats. I can feel the softness of her breasts against my chest, her nipples hard little bumps. I think she’s noticed my erection this time; she pushes me away, but then steps toward me again, and places a slight, moist kiss on the side of my neck.


  She steps back, buttons the front of her coat, and turns to walk up her street.


  “Don’t forget to bring that A encyclopedia for me,” she says. “I want to know as much as you do.”


  


  Make Big Bucks


  When I enter our house through the back door, my mother is standing at the counter, paring vegetables for dinner. Her head is cocked to one side, and her long hair, which she ties back in a loose ponytail when working in the kitchen, flows over the back of one shoulder. She often strikes this pose when she’s contemplating things, from the mysteries of the universe to whether or not she should slice up an extra carrot.


  “I’m sure you are shocked, Lynette,” Mom says, “and dismayed.” She is talking on the phone, with the receiver cradled between her shoulder and ear. “Three hundred dollars? For a pair of pants? Uh huh . . . right . . . uh huh. Yes I’m listening to you, Lynette. Yard work . . . at your house . . . oh, I don’t think so, Lynette. I’d like to hear his side of the story first. And even then, I’m not sure that’s . . . ”


  After a long pause, Mom finally says, “You’re right Lynette. That a son of mine would do such a thing is hard to believe. So don’t believe it. Goodbye, Lynette.” She places the phone back onto its cradle on the wall, emphatically, but with enough control that it can’t be described as slamming.


  “Hi, Mom,” I say. “I’m home.”


  “Hi, sweetie,” she says crisply. “You’re a bit later than usual.”


  “Was that Lara Lavender’s mother on the phone?”


  As I say this, Michael strides into the kitchen from the living room. “I’m off to Toby’s, Mom,” he says cheerfully, kissing Mom on the cheek. “See you tomorrow. I’ll call if anything changes. Need me to pick up anything for tomorrow? I’ll be passing the stores.”


  “That’s okay, Michael. Have fun.”


  He waves through the window as he departs. Mom smiles. What a good son.


  When we were born, Michael slid out effortlessly, causing my mother almost no pain or stress. One of the attending nurses swore he had a smile on his face as he entered the world. My own emergence was less perfect. Although Mom tries to minimize it when telling the story in front of me, the next four hours and thirty-two minutes were the most grueling and painful of her life. I turned sideways inside her as Michael left the womb, and extracting me required all the sweat, blood, and fortitude Mom could spare, as well as a lot of pulling from the outside with many hands and metal tools.


  I’ve never once heard Mom complain about it, but I suppose her labour with me never really ended. She had to quit her job working for my grandfather in the mayor’s office when the decision was made to school me at home. And now that I’m at school I’m causing her even more grief, while Michael continues to glide through life, pleasing everyone and doing everything right. The only phone calls she ever gets about him are to inform her that he’s won another athletic or academic award.


  “So,” I ask her again. “Was that Lara Lavender’s mother who called?”


  “Yes, it was,” she says. Her expression is difficult to interpret. She’s wearing that furrowed-brow look of parental concern, but her pursed lips are fighting back a smirk. “Mrs. Lavender claims that you, and I quote, ‘went berserk in the schoolyard and began randomly hurling mud at innocent bystanders.’”


  “That sounds like something a monkey in a zoo would do, doesn’t it?” I say.


  “I think monkeys throw their feces, actually,” Mom says, the captive smirk breaking free. “I’ll bet you have a slightly different version of the story.”


  We sit down together at the kitchen table, and I tell her everything: Sam, Brandon and Trevor’s reaction to the ten floor hockey goals that Michael and I scored together in gym class, Adeline’s story of what Lara, Carrie and Caitlin did to her, what happened in Science class, the Little Colour Girls coaxing the Little Brain Boys as they threw mud bombs at Adeline and me, and my surprisingly accurate retaliation.


  When I’m finished, Mom sighs, “Well, I see that those little nuts haven’t fallen far from their respective trees.” She gets this distant look in her eyes, and says nothing for a minute.


  “Mom?”


  “Sorry, Philip. I was just thinking about how history tends to repeat itself.”


  “Mom? Am I in trouble?”


  “Someone should have hit Lynette Lavender in the ass with a mud ball when she was in school,” Mom says. “Maybe then she’d have sense enough not to send Lara to school in three-hundred-dollar pants.”


  “So I don’t have to pay for her pants?”


  “Philip, it will be a cold day in Hell when anyone in this family hands over so much as a nickel to Lynette Lavender.”


  The door swings open and clangs against the side of the refrigerator, and Dennis strides into the kitchen from outside. His studded leather boots, the latest piece of gear in his Teen Rebel Ensemble, clip-clop across the floor tiles. “Hey, Douchebag,” he says. This is what he always calls me. “Dennis!” Mom yelps. This is how she always responds.


  “Hello, Mother,” he says, in that acidic way of his. “Am I interrupting something? Are you having a moment with your son?”


  “Please don’t call your brother that name,” she says.“Halfbrother,” Dennis corrects. “And I suppose Father is still down in his lab?”


  “Actually, your father . . . ”


  “Step-father,” Dennis interrupts.


  “ . . . is out riding his motorcycle. But he should be back in time for dinner.”


  It seems out of character that our father, a man who spends most of his life locked inside a windowless basement laboratory, would spend time racing along back roads astride a motorcycle, but I suppose he has to clear his conundrum-cluttered head somehow. That he owns a Honda CBX, an enormous machine built in the late seventies with a huge six-cylinder engine, does seem somewhat at odds with his rational, efficient scientific persona.


  Dennis shrugs. “Where’s Dickhead, then?” This is what he always calls Michael.


  “Dennis!” Mom snaps.


  “Michael went over to a friend’s place for the night,” I tell him.


  “Great!” he says to me. “With Dickhead away, maybe the two of us can have some quality step-brother time together, eh, Douchebag?”


  “Both of you be ready to eat early tonight,” Mom says. “One of your father’s associates is stopping by this evening, and everything needs to be cleaned up by then.”


  “Ooh!” Dennis wheezes. “An Evil Scientist meeting? Are they plotting the destruction of Earth?”


  “Dennis,” Mom sighs, this time almost as an afterthought.


  “Don’t bother setting a place for me, Mother,” he says. “I won a few bucks playing pool at Jackie Snackie’s. I had a coupla burgers.”


  “You know I don’t like you gambling, Dennis,” Mom says.


  “It ain’t gambling when you always win,” Dennis says. “Think of it as a part-time job.” He turns and clip-clops away.


  “Please don’t wear your boots in the house,” Mom says.


  Without saying another word, Dennis kicks his boots off in the middle of the kitchen floor and lopes into the living room. She sighs.
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  With both Dennis and Michael absent from the table, there isn’t much conversation during dinner. My father, who isn’t very chatty to begin with, says almost nothing. As usual, he cuts his food into mathematically equal pieces, alternating mouthfuls in a meat/vegetable/starch/beverage pattern, frequently pausing mid-cycle to squint at the refrigerator door as if he’s trying to see through it. He clasps and unclasps his hands between chewing and swallowing, his biceps and triceps twitching beneath his shirt. I’ve never seen him quite this nervous about the impending arrival of one of his mysterious scientific colleagues.


  “Important meeting tonight, I guess?” my mother asks.


  My father looks directly at her, which he hasn’t done for the entire meal, and says, “June, this could be the one. This could really be the one.”


  “I hope so, Landon,” she says. “You’ve been searching for a long time.” Mom gets up from the table, and begins spooning leftover food into a large orange Tupperware container. “Landon, I told your father I’d bring him dinner tonight,” she says. “I’ll stay over there a while and visit, to give you some time with your colleague.”


  She says ‘colleague’ with a strange inflection; not like the obvious tone Dennis uses when he says ‘mother’ or ‘father,’ but in a way that casts a slight shadow. I guess she’s mad because he spends so little time with her.


  “I’m sure Dad will appreciate the visit,” my father says, with the same subtle undertone. “Have a nice time.”


  “You too,” Mom says. She crosses the kitchen with the plastic container in her hand and takes her coat down from its hook. “I’ll see you boys later, then. Philip, find something quiet to do in your room, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  I know the rules. When my father has a conference with an associate, noise is to be kept to a minimum, using the kitchen and living room is strongly discouraged, and entering the basement is strictly forbidden. This leaves just two options: either leave the house entirely, or hide upstairs.


  The door clicks shut behind my mother. I ask to be excused from the table, but my father doesn’t hear me; he is deep in thought again, wringing his hands and flexing his muscles. He must be thinking through some complex problem. I tiptoe from the kitchen to the living room where Dennis reclines on the sofa, reading one of the glossy investment magazines that fuel his obsession with becoming obscenely wealthy as quickly as possible. This one is Techno Entrepreneur, a magazine that uses dollar signs instead of the letter S. The cover story is CA$H IN on the HOME $ATELLITE RU$H! Dennis’ lips are twisted into a crooked smirk, his eyes bugging out, and his face takes on an unsaintly glow as I slip past.


  “Hey! Douchebag!” he says. “I’ve got that feeling again! Wanna invest some of your savings in a winning business venture?”


  A strange sense of déjà vu rushes through me. I’ve seen this look on his face before, and I’ve heard almost these exact words.
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  About a year and half ago, in the summer of 1999, Dennis was reading an article called, Make BIG BUCK$ from the Y2K $CARE! when the same wide-eyed eureka expression appeared on his face. “Hey! Douchebag!” he said, “How would you like to earn some easy cash? You’ve heard about this Y2K Bug thing, right?”


  It had been the major news story of 1999. The Y2K Bug was a computer problem that was supposed to result when the calendar year changed from 1999 to 2000. Someone noticed that the processors on a lot of computers were designed to count only to the end of the year 1999, and predicted that there would be worldwide computer crashes, and an ensuing state of anarchy beginning at midnight, January 1, 2000.


  “Well,” Dennis said, waving his magazine in the air, “I just got a great idea to make some big money from Y2K, but I’m a bit short on venture capital right now. Wanna loan me some money?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Listen, Douchebag. All I want you to do is go down to the office supply store and buy me a box of computer disks, okay?”


  I reiterated my earlier position on the matter. “No.”


  “C’mon! In a month I’ll give you double whatever the disks cost, okay? Guaranteed.”


  “Forget it.”


  “Listen. I’m so confident about my plan that I’ll pay you triple. Not bad for a one-month investment. I’ll even put it in writing.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Seriously. And, if you do this for me, I’ll make you another promise.” He sat up straight and brushed his hair out of his face. “When I’m a successful businessman, I’ll pay for the cosmetic surgery to get your face fixed, the best surgeons money can buy. Isn’t that worth the cost of a box of computer disks?”


  I decided that maybe it would be worth the gamble. I went upstairs to the bedroom I share with Michael, and I dialed the combination to the little safe I keep hidden in the back of my half of the closet. While Michael’s allowance money was invested in hockey sticks, pucks, tape, and trading cards, I’d been saving mine for when I turned eighteen, so I could pay to get my face fixed. Along the way I realized that ten bucks a week would not add up to nearly enough to pay for elective cranio-facial surgery, but I had nothing else to spend it on, so I just kept saving.


  On my way out to buy the disks, Dennis gave me a handwritten note, and said, “Drop by the newspaper office on your way, and get this put in the classified section. I’ll pay you triple for whatever that costs, too, okay?”


  Is your computer


  VULNERABLE to


  Y2K MELTDOWN ????


  Protect your hardware and datta!


  Get


  DSM 2000 ATVL


  Y2K AUTO-FIX PROGRAM !!!!!!!


  Only $29.95


  Send check or money order to


  BOX 1611, Faireville, Ontario

  



  “You have your own post office box?” I asked Dennis.


  “The less you know, the better,” he said.


  “Is this legal?”


  “There’s no law against people voluntarily sending thirty bucks to a post office box. Carpe Diem.”


  “You know Latin?”


  “I know that one,” Dennis said. “It means, ‘If people are stupid enough to give you their money for nothing, take it.’”


  “But it is illegal to take people’s money for nothing.”


  “They won’t be getting nothing. They’ll be getting exactly what they pay for — a disk with a copy of the DSM 2000 ATVL Y2K Auto-Fix Program. You know why I’m calling it the DSM 2000 ATVL?”


  “Because you need a name that sounds convincing?”


  “It stands for ‘Dennis Skyler Makes 2000 bucks — At The Very Least.’ And that two thousand is gonna multiply into hundreds of thousands when I invest it in other business ventures. And when you turn eighteen, you get your face fixed.”


  “You spelled ‘data’ wrong in your ad,” I told him. “I’ll correct it.”


  “Good boy,” he said.


  A month later, Dennis gave me exactly triple the money I paid for the disks and the newspaper ad. “People are such suckas,” he gloated as he handed me the cash. “I shoulda charged forty-nine ninety-five!”


  Even after January 1, 2000 had passed, Dennis continued to mail out copies of his “Y2K Auto-Fix Program.” He sold ninety-seven copies, just three disks short of the full box of 100 disks I bought for him, comfortably surpassing his profit projection of $2000.


  The program, by the way, did nothing but display a screen that flashed the words “Finding and fixing Y2K Bug,” then, after a sixty-second countdown, another screen that read, “Auto-fix sequence successful!”
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  Since his Y2K cash-in, Dennis has been looking for an equally lucrative yet non-labour-intensive method for quickly making money. He regularly trades penny stocks on the internet from the computer in his bedroom, usually losing all of his pool-shark earnings in a single sitting. He also does a lot of online gambling, and has had about equal success with the computerized slot machines. Our parents know less about Dennis’ financial activities than we know about my father’s scientific work.


  “Dad’s got a meeting soon,” I tell Dennis. “We’d both better go upstairs.”


  Dennis sits upright, tosses his magazine on the coffee table, and says, “Not this time, buddy. Not this time.”


  “What?”


  “Tonight we’re going downstairs.”


  “To the basement? Are you crazy?”


  “I’ve got a great idea, but I need to do a little experiment first, and I can’t do it by myself.”


  “No way. The basement is off limits tonight.”


  “Come on, buddy. Five minutes. We can both profit from this. I haven’t forgotten the promise I made you.”


  “Forget it, Dennis. If we get caught . . . ”


  “You won’t get even with those little rich bitches by throwing mud at them,” Dennis snaps. “The only way to beat people with lots of money is to have more money than they’ve got. If they wear three-hundred-dollar pants, you show up in a three-thousand-dollar suit. They hate it. It makes ‘em crazy.”


  How did Dennis find out about the mud-bomb incident? He wasn’t even in the house when Mom and I were talking about it.


  As if he’s reading my mind, Dennis says, “I was kicking Boner Simpson’s ass at the pool table in Jackie Snackie’s when his little brother Sam came in crying that you had pasted him in the face with a mud ball. Boner sends his congratulations, by the way. He says his brother’s a shithead.”


  Dennis glances into the kitchen, where our father is still wringing his hands and staring at the refrigerator. He lowers his voice to a whisper. “Philip, there’s another reason you need to come down to the basement with me.”


  He’s got my full attention now. He just called me by my name. Usually he calls me Douchebag, unless he wants something from me, then it’s buddy. He never calls me by my actual name.


  “It’s time you knew the truth,” he says.“The truth about what?”


  “The truth about Dad. The reason why you’re the way you are.”


  “I was born this way.”


  “There’s more to it than that. And it’s time you knew.”


  Dennis rises and walks toward the door to the basement. “We’ve got half an hour.”


  “You’re just saying this to trick me into helping you with whatever you’re planning to do down there.”


  “Maybe. Maybe not. There’s only one way to find out.”


  So I follow him down the stairs, holding on to both handrails as we descend into the darkness below.


  


  Jacob’s Ladder


  Dennis closes the door at the bottom of the basement stairs, and for a moment everything is pure black. The total absence of visible radiation; no wavelength, no colour, nothing. It is silent and cool, like I imagine the inside of a crypt would be. When the flame inside the water heater ignites, it sounds like an explosion.


  “Dammit!” Dennis curses, “Where is that friggin’ light switch? I can’t see a damn thing . . . ah.”


  The banks of fluorescent tubes crackle and then hum overhead, flooding the space with white light. The basement still looks much the way it did when it was built by the crazy gas speculator who wanted to be a Medieval Lord. The joists and support posts are all rough-squared and blackened to look like castle beams, and the grey stone foundation is exposed. There used to be an arched window at the top of each wall to let in a little natural light, but they were filled in with brick when our father began his secret work.


  There is one blatant exception to the Medieval Dungeon motif: in the corner farthest from the stairs is a room built from concrete blocks. There are no windows inside or out, only a quadruple-locked metal door, with the hinges on the inside. My father’s laboratory. I’ve never even peeked through the door, let alone committed the unforgivable sin of actually stepping inside. All I know is that there are two sturdy ventilation grids at ground level outside the lab; one draws in fresh air, while the other emits exhaust which sometimes smells chemical and noxious, but gives no clue to what my father actually does in there all day.


  Dennis and I are standing in the corner opposite the concrete-block room, where the vital organs of the house reside: the wire-veined electrical panels, the ancient, unused cistern, and the water heater, which continues to roar behind us, warning us away.


  “Come on, Douchebag,” Dennis says, “let’s get this done before Father shows up.”


  The remaining space in the basement is like a museum of my father’s accomplishments. There is an oil painting he did in high school, with its blue first-prize ribbon still attached. It is a portrait of a Roman Centurion, leaning on a sword and wearing an expression like he knows something the rest of us don’t. It is the only glimpse of my father’s budding artistic talent, which would soon after be crushed under the weight of his staggering scientific ability.


  The remaining wall space is covered with degree certificates, awards and photographs. There is a photo of my father arm-in-arm with some long lost friend, both of them wearing the robes and mortarboards of Masters of Science, and another of Dad and the same young man standing next to a silo-sized optical telescope they helped to construct for the Royal Astronomical Society, which was the largest lens-based scope in the world at the time. There is the framed cover of a scientific journal called Biochemistry Quarterly, with a black-and-white photo of my father and the same academic colleague wearing white lab coats and holding plastic models of DNA sequences, with the title “Pioneers of the Double Helix” in bold white lettering.


  On the table in front of the degrees, awards, photos and magazine covers, there are several brass-bodied reflector telescopes that he built by hand, grinding and polishing the lenses himself, even the ones in the tiny refractor-style finder scopes mounted on top of each. When Michael and I were four years old, before the Era of Secrecy began, Dad used to take us outside and let us look at far-away things through the telescopes. He also used to let us listen to him talk to people from other countries on his built-from-scratch Ham Radio, its makeshift steel box and archaic analogue gauges now coated in a film of dust.


  Atop another table is a collection of my father’s propeller-powered radio-controlled airplanes. The bodies of most of them are two to three feet long, each with a single-piston gasoline engine. One looks like a Hawker Hurricane, another like a Fokker Triplane, another like the Avro Arrow. The shattered Ford Tri-Motor, Dad’s fastest model, sits in pieces with the others. Dennis was allowed to take the controls on his tenth birthday, and he wasted no time in piloting the miniature Ford on a full-throttle Kamikaze mission into the parking lot of the nearby Tabernacle of God’s Will, crashing it through the windshield of Pastor Patrick’s Jaguar sedan. Pastor Patrick still gives us the evil eye whenever he sees one of the Skyler family passing the Tabernacle.


  Dad’s model-aviation coup de grace hangs on the wall behind the others — a 747-bodied, four-engined balsa-wood monster with a ten-foot wingspan. Dad chose not to hold Dennis’ misdeeds against us, and he promised me and Michael that, on our tenth birthday, we would take it on its inaugural flight. At the time, the telescopes and radio seemed magical, like a wizard’s wand and crystal ball, and we couldn’t wait to try the plane. Alas, by the time we turned ten, the Era of Secrecy was underway, and the huge model plane still hangs on the wall, unflown. Now thousands of telecommunications satellites orbit the earth. Now there are cell phones and the internet and the Space Channel. Now I am thirteen, and Time and Space are no longer the mysteries they once were, but standing there in the basement, I’m suddenly not sure I want to know my father’s dark secrets hidden behind that concrete wall.


  “Douchebag!” Dennis hisses. “Get your ass over here. We haven’t got all night.” He is standing before my father’s Jacob’s Ladder. Like the optical telescope Dad helped build for the Royal Astronomical Society, it is probably still the biggest device of its kind in the world. Even the impressive one buzzing and snapping in Frankenstein’s lab of the 1950s horror movie is only about two feet tall with an eight-inch gap at the top of the V. My father’s is seven feet tall, and it creates a searing electrical arc over two feet wide.


  The tall, thick copper wires are connected at the base to a series of huge high-voltage transformers. Electrical transformers with enough power for my father’s ambitions couldn’t be manufactured legally in North America, so dad procured and wired together several made in Italy, called the Fabriano Alto Regani Transformatori. It used to make Michael and I giggle uncontrollably that each was labeled “F.A.R.T.” And what a fart they produced! We would shriek and laugh as the blue-white arcs of electricity buzzed and crackled upward between the tall copper wires, and we would jump every time an arc broke at the top with a loud snap.


  The telescopes and the Ham radio were cool, the model airplanes were cooler, but the Jacob’s Ladder confirmed it: when we were little kids, we had the Coolest Father in the World.


  “Okay, Douchebag,” Dennis says. “As soon as I fire this baby up, I want you to go upstairs and . . . ”


  “Are you out of your mind?” I protest. “Dad will be down here any minute! If he doesn’t notice the lights flicker when you plug it in, he’ll definitely smell the ionized air from the electrical arc! And what’s this got to do with Dad and me?”


  “Aw, stop bein’ such a pussy, Mister Science. I’m only gonna run it for a moment. The faster you do your job, the less time it will have to be plugged in.”


  “Dennis! Get serious! You could burn the house down! We don’t even know if it works right anymore. It hasn’t been plugged in since . . . ”


  “ . . . Since our neighbors started complaining that their television reception was being disrupted,” he says with a cackle.


  When our father realized that the Jacob’s Ladder was responsible, the device was officially retired. Now I understand what Dennis is up to.


  “You want to use the Jacob’s Ladder to disrupt people’s TVs, so you can sell them a phony fix, just like you did with the Y2K thing.”


  “Smart boy,” Dennis says. “But I don’t want to sell them a phony fix. I want to sell them subscriptions to satellite TV. Profitable and legit.”


  “What? How?”


  “In Techno Entrepreneur they tell you how to become a sales agent for this new satellite TV company that covers the whole continent, even hick towns like Faireville.”


  “Nobody needs satellite TV here. Faireville’s on top of a hill. You can get all the channels you could ever want with a bunny-ear antenna. There’s a reason the cable company in Gasberg never bothered to offer service out here.”


  “Ah, Grasshopper,” Dennis says, with a fake Chinese accent, “but when their bunny ears fail them, I will offer them satellite TV, at a fraction of the cost of cable. And I’ll be rich! And when I’m rich, I’ll pay to get your face fixed. Promise.”


  I sigh. He kept his promise last time. He paid me triple for the computer disks, just like he said he would.


  “SHIT!” Dennis hollers. “Fucking HELL!”


  “What?”


  In one hand he holds up the power cord connected to the F.A.R.T. transformer, in the other, its severed plug. It was likely cut off by my father, to prevent stunts like the one Dennis is intent on pulling.


  “Gimme your jackknife,” Dennis demands.


  “Why?”


  “To strip back the insulation so I can splice the plug back on.” He holds out his hand.


  I reluctantly remove my grandfather’s jackknife from my front pocket and hand it to him.


  “This sure is a sweet knife,” Dennis says. “It must be worth a few bucks. Nice that Grandpa cares about you.”


  “He must have given you something for your thirteenth birthday.”


  “Right. You got this antique knife, and Michael got a gold-plated watch. You know what I got? A fucking dollar.”


  “A dollar?”


  “A silver dollar with the year 1983 on it. The year I was born. Grandpa made such a big friggin’ deal out of it,” Dennis grumbles, as he peels the plastic insulation from the thick copper cable. “They quit making ‘em out of actual silver in 1967, so it isn’t even really a silver dollar. It’s a nickel dollar. How goddamned cheap.”


  “Maybe it was supposed to be symbolic,” I offer. “Michael’s watch represents the value of time. My knife represents strength, or courage, I think. Maybe your silver dollar is about the value of money.”


  “Nickel dollar,” Dennis corrects. “I don’t think he gave it that much thought. It was only me, after all.” He twists the bare wire ends together. “But, believe me, I do understand the value of a dollar. And I appreciate even more the value of having lots of ‘em. Thousands of ‘em. Millions. And you know what you can do to help?”


  I shrug.


  “Go to the tool box and find me some electrical tape. We don’t want my little repair shorting out. That would be bad.”


  I find a roll of the black tape, and hand it to him. He slices off two strips with my knife.


  “What about Dad?” I ask. “The truth about … why I’m…”


  “Not yet. Your most important job is coming up. Dickhead’s over at his buddy Toby’s place tonight, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And Toby lives in Cardboard Acres, all the way over on the other side of town, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And Dickhead and his bum-chums are watching a hockey game on the TV there, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Sooooooo . . . when I activate the Jacob’s Ladder, all you have to do is go upstairs, call Dickhead on the phone, and ask him how the game’s going, so we can test the radius of our TV-disrupting device here.”


  “Why don’t you call him yourself?”


  “Gimme a break,” Dennis laughs. “Dickhead will suspect something right away if I call him. It has to be you.”


  “I don’t want to get Michael involved in this.”


  “Philip,” Dennis says, dropping the power cord and stepping closer to me. He called me Philip again. Twice in one day. “You ever wonder why your twin brother got everything — the looks, the body, the talent, the brains — while you got shafted? After you see what I’m gonna to show you, you’re not gonna give a shit about Michael any more.”


  “Why don’t you tell me now. And then I’ll decide if I want to help you.”


  “Business first,” Dennis says. He grabs the reattached plug and rams it into the wall socket. The fluorescent lights flicker, then white-hot arcs of electricity rise crackling and buzzing between the copper wires. The arcs break just inches from the ceiling, cracking like pistol shots, and the adrenaline surges through me just like when I was a little kid.


  In the flickering glare of the snapping arcs Dennis seems to have a deranged expression on his face as he points at the door to the stairs and barks, “Go! Go make the call! Now, Douchebag! Now!”


  I run up the stairs.


  The nearest phone is in the kitchen. When I get there, my father is still sitting at the table, deep in thought. He doesn’t seem to notice the humming sounds emanating at regular intervals from under the kitchen floor any more than he notices me dialing the phone.


  “Hey, Michael,” I say into the receiver, “how’s the game going?”


  “Awesome game!” Michael says. “Tied three-three at the end of the second. Should be a pretty hot third period. Hopefully we’ll get to see it.”


  “What do you mean?” I ask, knowing exactly what he means.


  “Toby’s TV is acting up. He’s trying to fix it right now.”


  “Well, hey, if he can’t fix it, why don’t you bring the guys over here to watch the third period?”


  I’m only suggesting this in the interest of self-preservation. With witnesses in the house, our father will be less likely to murder me and Dennis for entering the forbidden basement.
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  Dennis jumps up and down and pumps his fist in the air when I inform him that the TV reception disruption radius of the Jacob’s Ladder extends all the way to Cardboard Acres. He uplugs the device and chants, “I’m gonna be rich! I’m gonna be rich!”


  We both freeze when we hear voices at the top of the stairs. Our father’s Mystery Associate has arrived.


  “Quick, Douchebag,” Dennis hisses, “shut off the lights and hide behind the cistern!”


  I do as I’m told. Dennis folds himself into the dark crevice between the water heater and the boiler. Seconds later, Dad pushes the basement door open and flicks the switch back on again.


  I can’t see anything from where I’m hiding, but I hear Dad’s companion say, “Jeez, Lanny, is there something burning down here?”


  This guy must work with Dad a lot to be so familiar with him. Nobody calls him Lanny. Even Mom and our grandfather call him Landon.


  There is a pause, then Dad says, “I’m sure it’s nothing. Probably just the furnace. Don’t worry, there’s a separate ventilation system in the studio. It’s relatively soundproof, too — we can talk in there.”


  “The Centurion,” the other voice says, “is he one of yours?”


  “From a long time ago,” Dad says. “I’m on to bigger and better things now.”


  “Well, let’s go talk about those bigger and better things, Lanny,” the other voice says.


  There is the clank of shackles being undone, the creak of the metal door opening and closing, then the faint sound of locks closing on the inside of the laboratory.


  “That was close,” Dennis whispers. “We can come out now. They’ll be in there for a while.”


  I step from behind the cistern, and Dennis wriggles out from his hiding place. He brushes himself off, then stands in front of our father’s degrees and awards. “You know what kinds of science Father does?” he asks.


  I shrug. “He’s worked on all sorts of stuff — stellar physics, biochemistry, genetics . . . ”


  “Stop right there!” Dennis says. He points to the framed cover of Biochemistry Quarterly, the one with the picture of my father and a colleague. Pioneers of the Double Helix. “Genetics is the science Father currently practices.”


  “How do you know? It’s a secret.”


  “Well, Douchebag,” Dennis whispers, as he grabs a stethoscope from its mount on the wall beside Dad’s honorary MD degree, “let’s just say that if I wasn’t going to be a rich businessman, I would make a pretty good spy.”


  He sidles up to the metal laboratory door, then pushes the receiving end of the stethoscope against it.


  “I’ve overheard many things about Father’s work,” he whispers. “I know that he’s working as a geneticist, but not for the government, or even for a regular drug company. He is doing genetic research for private clients, which is probably illegal.”


  “Right. You overheard all this with a stethoscope through a metal door three inches thick?”


  “Sometimes I just hide down here, and I hear what they talk about before they go into the lab.”


  “Like what?”


  “Well, like the fact that you and Dickhead were a genetic experiment.”


  “What?”


  “Father is a geneticist. You have a genetic defect. Do the math, Douchebag. Father the geneticist is responsible.”


  “Nobody’s responsible, Dennis. My Van der Woude Syndrome is caused by a mutation in my IRF6 gene, which is usually the dominant gene, so when one parent carries the gene, each child has a fifty-fifty chance of inheriting it. You and Michael won the coin toss, and I lost. It’s as simple as that.”


  “If it’s passed on from a parent, then why don’t either of our parents have a face like yours?”


  “In rare cases, a person can carry the defective gene without showing any outward physical signs.”


  “In rare cases,” Dennis sneers. “A convenient explanation.”


  “I read it in a book.”


  “Yeah, yeah. The book was probably written by somebody Father knows personally.”


  This, in fact, is fairly likely. The few scientists working at the same theoretical level as my father seem to be mostly on a first-name basis.“They’re all in this together,” Dennis continues. “The guy who wrote your book is just covering for the fact that Father has been helping juggle and splice together the best genes from several babies to make one perfect one.”


  “You can’t just ‘juggle and splice’ genes, Dennis! It’s more complicated that that!”


  “They can already do it! I’ve overheard them talking about it! Father does the theoretical work, and then they take his findings away to their labs and make it happen.”


  “Look, there’s no connection between . . . ”


  “Rich people will pay big bucks to have genetically superior children, stronger and smarter kids than their neighbors have. You heard what father’s buddy said — ‘Let’s go talk about bigger and better things’ — he was talking about bigger and better children! And you and Dickhead were the first experiment to see if it would work. Dickhead was created from all the good genes, and they stuck the Van-der-whatever gene onto you, along with all the other crap. I’m only telling you what I overheard, buddy.”


  “But Michael and I were conceived naturally! We were both delivered by Mom! There are pictures.”


  “So they planted you both inside her. Big deal. I’m not sure she even knows.”


  “Planted us?”


  “Look, buddy, why do you think they treat Dickhead better than you?”


  “They don’t treat Michael any better than they treat me.”


  “No? They didn’t send Michael off to school to be a superstar while they kept you locked away at home for seven years?”


  There are muffled voices coming from behind the metal door. They must be yelling pretty loudly at each other.


  “What are they saying?”


  Dennis presses the stethoscope against the door. “It’s hard to make out . . . something about their next project . . . our father is yelling, ‘Look what happened to my son!’ and the other guy is yelling ‘We have no choice!’”


  “Let me listen!” I demand.


  Dennis grabs me be the shoulders and stares at me, squint-eyed. “You know what the worst part is? Michael knows. I don’t know if Father told him, or if he just figured it out for himself, but he knows. He knows the cards are stacked in his favour. He knows he’s been given an unfair genetic advantage over you and me and everyone else. Why do you think he walks around being Mr. Happy-Ass, Mr. Let-Me-Help-You-With-That, Mr. Humble, Mr. Perfect? Because he knows. He knows he can’t lose. He’s built to win. While you and me will have to work our asses off for everything we get in life, everything will just fall into place for him. And he knows it.” Dennis lets go of me. “Shit!” he yelps. “I think they’re coming out! Let’s get our asses upstairs.”
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  Dennis and I have been in the living room for only a few minutes when Michael strides in from the kitchen, followed by his friends Toby, Jake and Brian.“Toby’s TV is broken. We’re gonna catch the end of the game here. Want to watch it with us?”


  Dennis gives Michael the finger and retreats into the kitchen.


  “What’s his problem?” Toby wonders.


  “He’s just like that sometimes,” Michael says. “Hey, Philip, join us?”


  “No, not yet.”


  “Would you bring some snacks and drinks upstairs for us when you come?”


  I go into the kitchen, where Dennis is pacing back and forth, fuming. “What? Are you Mr. Perfect’s servant or something?”


  “No, I just . . . ”


  I reach into the cupboard for a bag of chips, then into the fridge for some cold sodas.


  “Go be his bitch, then,” Dennis says. “Go serve the chosen one.”


  “Dennis?”


  “What?”


  “Can I have my jackknife back?”


  Dennis rams his hand into the front pocket, unfolds the blade and stabs it into wood of the kitchen table. He slams the door as he stomps out of the house.
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  As I walk into the bedroom, Brian yelps, “Four-four tie! We’re going into overtime, baby!”


  He and Toby are sitting cross-legged on my bed. Michael sits on his own bed with Jake. All four stare at the small TV set atop the dresser. I toss each of them a can of pop.


  “Thanks, Philip,” Michael says. “Hey boys, slide over and make room for my brother.”


  None of his friends make any great haste in moving.


  “That’s okay, Michael. I’ve got something I need to do downstairs.”


  Michael shrugs as if I’m the one who is letting him down. “Okay,” he says, “Suit yourself. You’re gonna miss a great finale.”


  “Overtime!” says Toby, from on top of my bed.


  “Overtime!” Michael echoes.


  Dad is alone in the living room when I reach the bottom of the stairs. His hair is messed up, and his brow is sweaty. “Where’s Dennis?” he says, not making eye contact with me. “Was he in the basement? It smelled like . . . never mind. Listen, I’m going out for a ride.”


  He walks out through the kitchen, and then I hear the engine of the motorcycle fire up outside, and he too is gone.
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  I descend into the cool darkness of the basement, and I close the door behind me. I leave the lights off, and let the blackness enclose me. The total absence of visible radiation; no wavelength, no colour, nothing.


  You ever wonder why your twin brother got everything — the looks, the body, the talent, the brains — while you got shafted?


  I feel my way through the darkness to the edge of the cistern.


  Why do you think he walks around being Mr. Happy-Ass, Mr. Let-Me-Help-You-With-That, Mr. Humble, Mr. Perfect? Because he knows. He knows he can’t lose. He’s built to win.


  Shut up, Dennis. My hands sliding along the edges of the tables full of my father’s trophies and toys.


  You and me will have to work our asses off for everything we get in life, everything will just fall into place for him. And he knows it.


  With my left hand, I find the plug for the power cord that connects to the series of high-voltage transformers.


  You’re not gonna give a shit about Michael any more.


  Please, Dennis. Shut up. My right hand traces the edge of the plate around the electrical outlet, and I slide the plug in. The Jacob’s Ladder comes alive, illuminating the room with flashes of blue-white electricity, scorching the air, buzzing and hissing and snapping angrily, so loud that it almost drowns out the sound of Michael and his friends screaming in frustration because their hockey game has been interrupted again. During overtime. How awful for them.


  As I watch each single electric arc rise upward, I remember what Adeline told me: In the Book of Genesis, Jacob had a dream about a ladder extending toward heaven.


  I will have to get there on my own. God helps those who help themselves.


  Part Two


  If dreams were lightning, and thunder was desire,

  This old house would have burned down a long time ago.

  — John Prine


  


  Spring, 2006


  Metamorphosis


  In elementary school, one was either In or Out, but in high school there are dozens of overlapping subcultures.


  At the top of the social pyramid are the Jocks, who play on multiple varsity sports teams, and the Socialites, who date only Jocks and other Socialites, and who invariably have wealthy parents and compete with each other to be elected President of the Student Council.


  The middle and largest segment of Plympwright District High School student society includes the Keeners, who congregate in the library and belong to the Yearbook and School Spirit clubs, the Music Geeks, who play in the jazz band or sing in the school choir, and the Computer Dorks, who build and program computers, or obsessively play violent video games on them.


  At the base of the PDHS Social Pyramid, closest to the ground, are the Goths, the Rockers, the Speds, and the Druggies.


  There are, of course, those few kids who exist outside the pyramid, the random loners who disappear as soon as the bell rings at half-past three, the ones in the PDHS yearbook with No Photo Available printed above their names, and the kids from the Tabernacle of God’s Will, who cower together in their pioneer outfits and try their best to avoid contact with the rest of the Hell-bound student population.


  And then there is my own motley band of friends, brought together not by any common bonds or shared interests, but because you’ve got to eat lunch at somebody’s table in the cafeteria. In grade nine, some of the other kids called us The Scaries, right to our faces. Probably the main reason was my deformity, but I’m sure Caleb Carter’s Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder didn’t help, either. It only worsened as he twitched and jerked and babbled through puberty, inadvertently annoying and offending almost everyone.


  Cecil Bundy’s eyes were permanently bloodshot from crying over the taunts from the Little-Brain Boys and their new allies. As he sought solace in the bins in his father’s bulk food store, he got heavier and heavier, his second-hand trousers got shorter and tighter, his stuttering increased, and the teasing became relentless.


  Adeline Brown, of course, was expected to spend her time at school with the other Tabernacle kids, but she eventually drifted away from them and wound up eating lunch with us.


  Anthony Caldwell-Wheelwright’s parents were rich enough for him to be a Socialite — his downhill-skiing medals would have qualified him as a Jock, and he was certainly a good enough student to ease into any of the Keener groups — but he chose to hang around with The Scaries. When I asked him why, he told me, “I’m a misanthrope, Philip. I hate people. You guys are just the least offensive.”


  Now that we are in grade twelve, only a few people still call us The Scaries, mostly behind our backs. Some of the meaner kids dropped out or were expelled. Caleb’s parents finally shelled out for the Ritalin he needed, and his calmer, more focused state revealed a thoughtful, intelligent young man with a knack for creative writing.


  Cecil signed up for Plympwright Idol, the school’s annual talent competition and when he took to the stage, shaking and on the verge of tears, it turned out his big, round torso contained a thundering, operatic baritone. By the time he finished singing “My Way,” a capella, without stuttering once, the clapping and cheering were for real. Since then, he’s been recruited to perform in every school musical. His inability to dance means the other actors dance around him, but he hardly ever stutters now, only once in a while when he’s talking to a girl.


  Perhaps the nickname for our little group started to fade when I won the First in Class plaque for grade nine Chemistry, then for Chemistry and Physics in grade ten, then for Chemistry, Physics, and Biology in grade eleven. Suddenly Socialite girls were coming to me for help with their science homework. And then the Faireville Blue Flames beat the Barleyville Harvesters three to two to advance to the division finals, and it was my hat trick that won the game. Unlike my brother, Michael, none of these accomplishments came because of any genetic advantage; I just worked my ass off.


  Speaking of girls, Adeline won the grade eleven public-speaking contest on the topic of the contradictions in interpretations of the Bible. She caused a minor stir at the Tabernacle of God’s Will when they congratulated her for her “God-given talent,” and she responded that nobody had given her anything, she had worked for it. To quell their outrage, she used my favourite quote, which has become something like a mantra to me: God helps those who help themselves. The quote is actually from Benjamin Franklin, not the Bible, but nobody in the Tabernacle congregation called her on it, not even the Pastor.


  Ever since we started high school, I’ve been sharing my lunch with her, a bagged version of my father’s “nutritionally perfect midday meal,” and we began our habit of walking home to Faireville together, all six kilometres. In the winter, she sneaks away and goes skating with me on the frozen creek behind our house. Adeline lost twenty pounds between grades nine and eleven; calling her Fat-a-line and tormenting her in other ways about her weight became a lost cause, so the Little Colour Girls and their new Socialite friends turned their fickle attentions elsewhere — mostly to Jock boys.


  So, while none of us is ever going to win any popularity or beauty contests, each one of us has got something. And I think we’re all okay with that.
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  It is end of the school day now, and Adeline meets me at my locker as usual. “Hi, you,” she says.


  She’s not dressed in her Tabernacle uniform. This past September, she began showing up to school early, heading for the girls’ washroom, and changing out of her church-regulated outfit and into a nondescript T-shirt-and-jeans combo she’d picked up at a second-hand shop. Bradley Miller snitched on her to Pastor Patrick, and she was Officially Censured by the Tabernacle Elders. There was a whole ceremony at the Tabernacle where everyone had to chant “Shame!” over and over, and then turn their backs on her for exactly one minute. Her mother freaked out, doused her forbidden T-shirt and jeans in kerosene, and burned them in their back yard.


  To show how sorry she was for breaking the Tabernacle’s Rules of Conduct, Adeline went out and bought several more T-shirts and another pair of jeans, this time from a yard sale a few doors down from her house in Cardboard Acres. Again, Bradley squealed, and Adeline was censured a second time. Her mother again burned the offensive clothing, and slapped her so hard that she had a bruise on her face for days. On the recommendation of the Tabernacle’s Council of Elders, her mother installed a padlock on the outside of her bedroom door. But she just slipped in and out of the house at night through her bedroom window instead; nobody had thought to padlock that.


  So Adeline is back to wearing jeans and T-shirts. She leaves home in the morning in her Tabernacle outfit, appears at school in her ‘street clothes,’ then reappears at home in the evening in full Tabernacle regalia. So far, nobody has asked any questions. If a member of the Tabernacle is censured three times, there is an official Shunning Ceremony, and the offending member is ejected from the congregation. Adeline is desperately hoping for this to happen, but she assumes that the Tabernacle Elders are reluctant to set that precedent; other teenagers of the Tabernacle might follow her out the door.


  Adeline is on her third and final strike at school as well, for fighting in the cafeteria. First she fought Lara Lavender, who made the snide comment, “Better be careful hanging out with all these boys, Adeline . . . you don’t want to wind up with an unwanted pregnancy like your mother did.”


  And then, a few months later she fought Carrie Green after Carrie said, “I guess getting pregnant at sixteen pushed your mother over the edge. I guess it made Candy Brown crazy enough to join the Weirdo Church.”


  Both times Caitlin Black just sat there eating her yogurt, saying nothing.


  Adeline was suspended from school for a full week. Carrie and Lara originally got three days each, but when both their mothers appealed to Mr. Lewis, the sentence was reduced to three days of after-school detention, with no mention of the incident on their permanent records.


  Now she’s back at school, but her mom has enrolled her in a Tabernacle-approved, non-accredited Bible study college in the Southern United States, for when she graduates from PDHS. Adeline, however, has secretly applied to several Canadian universities.


  At the moment, though, she doesn’t look worried. Her hands are behind her back, holding on to something.


  “So, Philip,” she says, light dancing in her eyes, “did you know that today marks the end of an era?”


  While her left hand remains hidden behind her back, she extends her right, which holds Volume XYZ from my Encyclopedia Britannica set. She smiles triumphantly.


  “A symbolic day,” she says. “I’ve finished the last volume. There’s a coded message inside.” Tucked in the front cover is a handwritten note.


  Adverb: day after today

  Secundum schola,

  where eriaf haimerej lies,

  mutual oral pleasure (grave number)

  “So, I’m to meet you tomorrow after school at Grave 69 in the Jeremiah Faire Memorial Cemetery?”


  “Wow, you’re good!”


  “Now that I’ve finished reading both of your encyclopedia sets,” she says, “I think it’s time that we found something else to exchange.” She brings her left hand out from behind her back and presents me with a copy of The New Illustrated Art of Sex, then grins slyly as I fumble inside my locker for my backpack and quickly slip it inside. “Now you can also know in the Biblical sense of the word,” she laughs.


  “Um, thanks,” I say.


  “Can you imagine how my mother would react if I brought The Art of Sex into our house, where encyclopedias aren’t allowed?” Adeline says. “She’d padlock more than the door to my bedroom, that’s for sure.”


  From the chorus of female voices echoing through the hallway, I can tell that my brother Michael is approaching: “Hi, Michael!”, “Hey, Michael!” they sing out, “See you Saturday, Michael?”


  Michael sits comfortably atop the social pyramid at Plympwright District High School. Because he is the Captain of the Faireville Blue Flames Junior B hockey team, he is a respected senior member of the Jock subculture. All of the Jock and Keener girls harbour secret crushes for him, but he has dated Socialite girls almost exclusively since grade nine, since they tend to be more overt in expressing their attractions. After working his way through at least a dozen different girlfriends in the past four years, Michael has settled on Caitlin Black as his socially appropriate steady girlfriend.


  This explains why Caitlin didn’t participate the times Lara and Carrie taunted Adeline in the cafeteria; she wasn’t sure how her new boyfriend would react to her participating in an attack on his twin brother’s friend. Michael has never approved of my friendship with Adeline, and has decided to believe the official version of the two catfights. He believes that Adeline is a deranged, violent religious freak.


  Caitlin intercepts Michael in the middle of the hallway, and the other girls retreat to their lockers. “Hey, babe,” she says to him, “want to come back to my place for a while? Mom and Dad won’t be home until late tonight, and I got my cousin to pick up a bottle of wine for us.”


  “I’ve got hockey practice tonight,” Michael says. “You’ll have to save it for Saturday.”


  “Why don’t you skip practice tonight,” she says, standing on her tiptoes to kiss him. “I’ll make it worth your while.”


  Michael smiles and says, “Sorry, babe, duty calls.”


  “You mean you would rather get all hot and sweaty with a bunch of other guys than with me?”


  She tosses her fashionable book bag over one shoulder and walks away with her head down, while Michael strides over to where Adeline and I stand. While robotically dialing the combination on his lock, he asks me, “Going to practice tonight?”


  It isn’t just the conflict between the females in our lives that has caused Michael and I to grow apart. I definitely saw a look of annoyance on his face this season when Coach Packer referred to his line with Grant and Graham Brush as Line One-A, and my line with wingers Billy O’Malley and Toby Frenier as Line One-B.


  He isn’t the only one who is less than thrilled with my promotion to the second line. It has resulted in a demotion for Sam Simpson, who has put on weight from his binge-beer-drinking habit, and is slower on his skates than he used to be. Sam started a fight with me during a scrimmage one practice, but since I inherited my father’s and grandfather’s height and reach, I just held him at arm’s length until he got tired of swinging, then I launched his top-heavy body onto the ice. At that moment, I also replaced Sam as the unofficial Enforcer of the Faireville Blue Flames. I haven’t had to raise my fists very often during games, though; my opponents take one look at my face and assume that it was earned in a hockey fight. They almost always back away.


  Nobody is more annoyed by my existence than Graham and Grant Brush, especially this season. Grant Brush has been the winner of the League Scoring Trophy almost every year he’s been playing hockey. Previously, he only had to compete with Michael, and thanks to preferential passing from his identical twin Graham, he always managed to get a few more goals than my brother. This year, though, with only a few games remaining in the regular season, Graham is frustrated that he’s only ahead of Michael by three goals, but he is infuriated by the fact that he’s behind me by two.


  I didn’t set out to pry the Scoring Trophy from Grant Brush. When I started playing for the Blue Flames, it was merely the thrill of being involved that kept me going. But, as I watched my brother Michael glide effortlessly around the ice, out-maneuvering opposing players as if they were standing still, executing perfect tape-to-tape passes, anticipating where the puck would be moments before it got there, and scoring through the slightest gaps left open by a goalie, I began to wonder if what Dennis had told me was true. I tried so hard not to believe it, but as Michael continued scoring highlight-reel goals, and dating girl after beautiful girl, and receiving almost perfect grades on all his tests and assignments, it began to seem possible: maybe Michael really was designed to be perfect. Maybe I really was made from his genetic waste material. And I began to resent him.


  On the ice, where Michael makes scoring goals look easy with his natural athleticism, I find the back of the net by practicing constantly and playing aggressively. At school, I achieve by studying hard and doing homework when Michael is out at parties. Girls practically swoon over Michael’s sky-blue eyes, wavy dark hair, and chiseled-marble features, but, all things considered, I would rather spend time with Adeline than with any giggling, eyelash-batting Socialite girl.


  “Well?” Michael repeats, annoyed that I haven’t answered him immediately, “are you going to practice tonight or not? The bus leaves in ten minutes.”


  “Coach said it’s an optional practice, right?” I ask.


  “Is winning optional to you, Philip?” Michael says coolly.


  “Aren’t you going to walk home with me, Philip?” Adeline says, “We’ve got that new book to look at.”


  “Come on, Phil!” Michael protests. “The playoffs are just around the corner. What’s more important to you — helping your team win the championship, or reading a friggin’ book — with her?”


  “Since it’s an optional practice,” I say, “I think I’ll opt to walk home with Adeline today. If that’s okay with you.”


  “Fine by me,” he says, closing his locker door with a metallic bang and snapping the lock closed. “I only need six goals to beat you for the scoring trophy. Grant only needs three.”


  “It doesn’t matter to me if I win,” I tell him. And it doesn’t. It only matters to me that it matters to him. And to Grant Brush.


  Michael huffs, steps around Adeline, and walks away.


  “Bye, Michael!” Adeline chirps, mimicking the voice of one of his fan-girls.


  And there it is: faced with the choice between hockey practice and a girl, Michael will choose hockey practice. Maybe it’s because he’s got girls throwing themselves at him all the time. Maybe it’s because he sees hockey as some kind of career, whereas I play it mostly for fun. Maybe it pisses him off that his ugly, waste-material twin brother is poised to win a trophy for something he thought belonged to him by birthright.


  “Ready to go, Philip?” Adeline says with a smile.


  I will always choose the girl.


  


  Day of Reckoning


  Adeline and I walk home from school along the highway toward Faireville. Buds have sprouted on the tree branches, birds chirp, and the sun shines. Flowers bloom in the baskets hanging from the gas-well street lights, perfuming the entire town. Water from melted snow rushes through the roadside ditches, and my heart beats a little faster. Spring has arrived.


  We spend the afternoon wandering around the cemetery, looking at the old gravestones. The dead don’t tell tales or pass judgment. As a sort of gesture against Old Wellers in general, Adeline salutes the unknown soul beneath Grave 69, and then pats the imposing statue of Jeremiah Faire on its rotund bottom. After a while we head for home.


  “I’ve heard from my dad,” she says, “and I’ve been accepted at U of T. I wanted you to be the first to know.”


  “Adeline, that’s great!” Unbeknownst to her mother, Adeline has done some searching on the internet, and has located her long-lost father, with whom she has been communicating regularly in recent months. He is now a well-to-do businessman, and has agreed to fund Adeline’s university education. One weekend, about a month ago, while her mother was away on a Tabernacle-sponsored “Spiritual Retreat,” I gave Adeline the money for a train ticket, and she snuck away to Toronto to visit him. He’s offered her a room in his condo if she decides to attend the University of Toronto in September, and he’s got his lawyers on standby if Adeline’s mother decides to make a fuss about it. Adeline is waiting for the right strategic moment to drop these cluster bombs on her mother.


  “Let’s pick up the pace a bit,” Adeline says as we approach the Tabernacle of God’s Will. “I don’t want them to see me. It’s too nice a day to get shunned.”


  The Tabernacle parking lot is so jammed full of cars that some are lined up along the shoulders of the highway. There are even a few beside the laneway that leads to my home at the top of the hill.


  “Hey,” I ask Adeline, “how come members of your church have to wear old-fashioned clothes and shun entertainment and technology, but you’re still allowed to drive cars?”


  “Don’t call it my church,” Adeline says. “It’s not my church.”


  “Sorry. But seriously, why cars? Why not horses and buggies?”


  “According to the Elders, cars don’t offend God if we remove all the chrome and emblems from them,” Adeline says. “Besides, they don’t want to prevent all those city people from getting here, right? The collection baskets wouldn’t be as full then.”


  “Why all the cars today?” I wonder. “What’s going on?”


  “Pastor Vangelis called an emergency meeting,” Adeline says. “Mom’s there. It’s supposed to go on into the evening.”


  “Are they deciding what to set on fire next?” I wonder.


  “Don’t laugh,” Adeline says.


  I’m not laughing. Over the past few months, the Tabernacle of God’s Will has succeeded in attracting attention to Faireville in a way that the Town Council never could. In December, the Tabernacle’s founder, Pastor Patrick, died suddenly while choking on a chunk of filet mignon in his private dining room in the Tabernacle’s underground chambers. The Tabernacle Elders, after much deliberation, chose Bob Miller, Bradley’s dad, as the successor to the throne. Apparently Bob Miller didn’t think that “Pastor Bob” had enough of an evangelistic ring to it, so he renamed himself Pastor Vangelis.


  His first act as the new leader of the Tabernacle of God’s Will was to rent a truck to have their anti-homosexuality trailer towed to Ottawa, where, after years of collecting signatures in the Tabernacle parking lot, it finally reached its intended destination: the front lawn of the Parliament Buildings. When a tow truck arrived on the scene to remove the trailer, Pastor Vangelis instructed the Tabernacle volunteers to set the trailer on fire. As the police arrested those holding the gas cans and torches, the man formerly known as Bob Miller screamed into a bullhorn about the Constitutional Freedoms of Speech and Religion. All of this made the national news that evening.


  Since none of the arsonists would implicate Pastor Vangelis in the Ottawa trailer fire incident, he was free to rally the Tabernacle faithful to escalate their activism even further. It was no longer enough merely to protest the perceived evils of modern society by handing out pamphlets at the Faireville Arena and chanting in front of the condom display at the local drugstore; Sinners and Blasphemers needed to be rooted out individually and forced to face up to their sins.


  When three Tabernacle members were arrested for setting fire to the condom display at Anderson’s Hometown Apothecary, Adeline told me that Pastor Vangelis referred to them in a sermon as “Martyrs to the Cause,” even though they hadn’t actually died. Mr. Anderson has since stopped selling condoms altogether, since the sales weren’t worth the increase in his fire insurance premiums, nor the time and effort it took to scrub away the smell of scorched latex.


  Other businesses in Faireville have been eager to avoid being next on the Sinners and Blasphemers Hit List. The soft-core porn videos have disappeared from the back room of Faireville Video Rental. Even the miniature replica figurines of Renaissance nudes have vanished from the window display at The Goode Faith Gift Shoppe.


  For every Tabernacle member that goes to jail, five new members join the congregation. The parking lot is always full; national television exposure seems to have attracted every vengeful outsider within a two-hundred-mile radius of Faireville. The paint on the new anti-homosexual trailer is barely dry, and already it has more signatures than the original did. A fleet of other trailers now surround the Tabernacle fortress like circled pioneer wagons. One is painted with the slogan, Sex for pleasure equals HELL for ETERNITY! another, Movies, music, and sports: THE DEVIL’S DISTRACTIONS, and another, Science LIES, God’s WORD is TRUTH! Perhaps the most alarming slogan is on the fifth trailer: One Will — GOD’s WILL! One church — The TABERNACLE of GOD’s WILL! Pretenders and Idolaters will SUFFER! “Hey, Philip,” Adeline says, “want to do something different today?”


  Usually, we sneak past the Tabernacle and go to my house. Mom makes a pot of coffee, and we sit at the kitchen table and make small talk for a while. Mom likes Adeline, because unlike Michael’s succession of Socialite girlfriends, Adeline will actually give her the time of day. Since my father spends all of his time locked inside his lab or away riding his motorcycle, my mother doesn’t really have anyone else to talk to.


  Adeline uses my bedroom to change from her jeans into her Tabernacle uniform to avoid a confrontation with her own mother when she gets home. I say my bedroom, because Michael and I no longer share a room. I think Michael’s feelings were hurt somewhat when I moved into Dennis’ abandoned quarters, but he got over it soon enough when he realized it was easier for him to slip in late at night (and to slip into the occasional Socialite girl) without me in the next bed.


  Dennis vacated his room after making a small fortune selling satellite television systems to people around Faireville. All he’d had to do was plug in the Jacob’s Ladder at the right moments: during the Super Bowl, the Stanley Cup Playoffs, and the season finales of several popular TV series. Eventually, somebody at the Cable Television company in Gasberg noticed all the satellite dishes appearing on rooftops around the county, and decided that they should also Ca$h in on the $atellite Revolution. To eliminate Dennis as a competitor, they bought his fledgling company for a grossly inflated price. Dennis took the money and ran off to Toronto, where he has set up some kind of internet-based business. He left me his old computer and most of his teen rebel wardrobe, and he keeps inviting me to go visit him at his downtown apartment. Some day I will take him up on the offer.


  “Why don’t we go to my place today,” Adeline suggests as we reach the laneway to my house. “My mother won’t be home until later, and I suppose you should see the inside of my house at least once before we both leave Faireville.”


  It’s true. I’ve never been inside Adeline’s house. We have both been too afraid of what might happen if her mother were ever to catch us alone together. Candace Brown is, after all, a devoted member of an organization that believes it’s a sin for a man to look upon a woman’s ankles.


  “Why don’t we just go to my place, like we always do,” I say. At my house, although she makes me look away when she changes into her Tabernacle outfit, I sometimes catch a glimpse of her, distorted and naked, in the glass of the computer monitor. She’s lost the thickness around her midriff, but she’s kept her hips and breasts. Michael isn’t the only one who’s glad he’s got his own bedroom.“I thought maybe the two of us could take a look at the book I gave you,” she says, “but, if you’d rather read The Art of Sex at the kitchen table with your mother . . . ”


  “No, no,” I say, “let’s go to your place. Are you sure your mother won’t be home?”


  “Not until she’s consumed her share of hellfire and brimstone,” Adeline says.
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  Adeline pulls up a couple of blinds, and light diffuses into the Spartan home she shares with her mother. The only furniture is a plain wooden table with a couple of tortuous-looking straight-backed chairs. The walls are ghostly bare, the only adornments being the crucifixes hanging above each doorway, and a couple of 1970s-era portraits of Jesus, in which He looks more like a stoned, lily-white hippie than a Middle Eastern carpenter’s son.


  “Your house looks like a castle in comparison, doesn’t it?” she says. “Oh, wait . . . your house is a castle.”


  “A small, fake castle,” I amend.


  The once-white walls of Adeline’s home are stained brownish-yellow from the smoke from the cast-iron stove and the kerosene-fuelled lanterns. The electrical sockets have been crudely plastered over, and the light bulbs removed from all the remaining fixtures. There is no television, radio, or telephone.


  “So,” I marvel, “you can have a car, but you can’t have a telephone or electricity?”


  “The Tabernacle’s rules aren’t very consistent,” she says. “I feel like I’ve been living in the Dark Ages.”


  “You won’t have to put up with it much longer,” I say. “Just a couple more months until we graduate.”


  “I don’t know if I can last that long,” she sighs. “Maybe I can get myself shunned in the meantime.” She looks at me seductively. “Maybe if I commit a carnal act outside the sanctity of marriage . . . ?”


  I follow her toward the doorway that leads to her bedroom — I can tell it’s her room by the padlock hanging open on the outside of the door. If the rest of the house resembles a monastery, then Adeline’s bedroom is nothing more than a jail cell: bare walls, a small cot, a single bedside table. I sit on the cot and set my backpack on the quilt folded across the end of the mattress.


  Adeline takes off her glasses and sets them down on the little table, then casually peels of her top. “Hey,” she says, “can you take my ‘street clothes’ back to your place with you?”


  “Uh, sure.”


  “I’ll stop by to change at your place tomorrow morning, as usual,” she says. “Do you like this bra?”


  The bra is not Adeline’s usual industrial-beige mechanism made from bullet-proof-vest material. The bra Adeline is wearing at the moment has slender straps and delicate cups, and it’s translucent and violet-coloured. Just thinking about breasts normally causes my blood to run south, but seeing her pink nipples through the film-thin fabric creates a rush like a river during spring thaw.


  “Nice,” I choke out, trying to sound as casual as possible. “Natural looking.”


  “Your mom gave it to me.”


  “My mom?”


  An image flashes into my mind of my mother standing in the kitchen wearing this same brassiere, and my nether regions deflate. Adeline unzips the fly of her jeans and wiggles her hips free. The denim slides down to her knees, and she steps out of one pant leg, then flips the jeans onto my lap with the opposite foot. She is bound from waist to knee in a flesh-coloured contraption that resembles a medieval chastity belt more than a pair of women’s panties. The only time I’ve seen anything like it was during my pre-teen explorations of the women’s underwear section of the Sears catalogue, on the Old Lady page.


  “If my mother can’t keep me fat by force-feeding me junk food, she’ll keep the guys away by dressing me in granny panties,” she says. “I swear, as soon as I get out of here, I’m wearing only lacey little thongs for the rest of my life. Now turn your head and hold out your hand.”


  I do as I am told. She drapes the bra over my outstretched hand. The material radiates second-hand warmth.


  “Put it in at the top of your backpack so it doesn’t get crushed, okay? Your mother’s bra is the nicest thing I’ve got.”


  “Don’t call it my mother’s bra, okay?”


  Resisting the strong temptation to sneak a glimpse, I unbuckle the top flap of my backpack and remove Volume XYZ of the Encyclopedia Britannica and The New Illustrated Art of Sex to make room inside for her clothes.


  When I turn my head, I’m expecting her to be repackaged in her stiff Tabernacle uniform, but she’s wearing nothing but her Old Lady Underwear. She straightens, takes a step backward. Her naked breasts rise into perfect orbs as she reaches behind her head to tie her hair into its Tabernacle-mandated braids.


  All I can say is “God.”


  “You really shouldn’t take the Lord’s name in vain like that, Philip.” She giggles, her breasts bouncing slightly.


  “Proof of God,” I say.


  “Better,” she says.


  My heart thumps. My head feels like a helium balloon.


  “Well, my dear, the Day of Reckoning is nigh,” comes the shrill voice of Adeline’s mother from just outside the bedroom door. “Pastor Vangelis has officially declared war on the Sinners and Blasphemers, and we are all to be troops in the . . . ”


  Her voice trails off as she strides into the room. Time, motion, and sound come to an abrupt halt as she freezes mid-step to contemplate the scene in front of her: her giggling daughter, arms raised, back arched, naked from the waist up, and an open-mouthed boy sitting on her daughter’s bed with her jeans in his lap and a skimpy brassiere dangling from the index finger of his right hand.


  “AAAAAAAAIIIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”


  Adeline’s mother presses her palms against her temples as if to keep her head from bursting. Adeline folds her arms across her naked chest, grips her shoulders, and dances on her toes, shrieking almost as loud as her mother. I leap to my feet, adding my own startled voice to the dissonant chorus.


  Candace Brown’s glare moves from her daughter’s naked torso to the enormous bulge in the crotch of my pants. Her eyes bug out as if I’m aiming a loaded pistol at her, and she screams even louder. When she sees The New Illustrated Art of Sex in the grip of my left hand, she begins to hyperventilate. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” she pants, her face turning blue. She slumps against the bedroom wall.


  “Her uniform is restricting her breathing,” I tell Adeline. “Loosen her clothing.”


  Her mother leaps away from the wall and screams, “YOUR PERVERTED EYES HAVE SINNED ENOUGH, PERVERT!”


  She lunges at me, panting like a rabid dog.


  “Mom!” Adeline cries, “He was only trying to help!”


  “PERVERT!” Adeline’s mother hollers. “DOG OF HELL!”


  I sprint through the bedroom door and stumble forward as something solid slams against the back of my head. I spin around to see Volume XYZ of the Encyclopedia Britannica lying on the floor where it landed. I rub the back of my skull, where a lump is already forming. Candace Brown is standing in the bedroom doorway.


  “PERVERT! PREDATOR!” she sputters, trembling with religious fervour. “GODLESS DEMON!”


  With both hands, she holds my backpack over her head, and hurls it at me with all her strength. It hits me square in the chest. She cocks her arm back and hurls The New Illustrated Art of Sex at my face. I dodge the flying manual, and it skids across the floor behind me.


  “THE DAY OF RECKONING IS COMING!” she screams, her face turning purple. “YOU WILL PAY, PERVERT!”


  “Mom,” Adeline begs, “Calm down! Please!”


  Adeline’s mother spins around, her braided hair swinging like the chain of a mace, and she strikes her daughter’s face with her open palm. Adeline tumbles backward, and her mother rushes into the bedroom after her, shrieking, “SINNER!” followed by the hard sound of a slap. “YOU WILL BE SHUNNED!” Another slap. “SHUNNED!” Another slap. “YOUR DISGRACE WILL BE MINE! MINE!” Slap. Slap.


  I rush back toward the bedroom to help Adeline, but her mother steps out and slams the door behind her. She threads the shackle of the lock through the deadbolt, snaps it shut.


  “Mrs. Brown,” I say, “unlock the door, please.” I wish my voice didn’t quiver.


  She stares at me with burning eyes, takes a step toward me. Involuntarily, I step backward. “You will pay, pervert,” she says, her voice now eerily calm. “Your whole perverted family will pay for your sins.”


  “Leave my family out of this.”


  “Your family are sinners of the worst kind. Perverts. Liars. Full of greed and pride. Do you think we don’t know?” She takes another step toward me. I take another step back. “Look at you! You are a punishment from God. Yours is a Godless home, a house of Atheism, a house of . . . ”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about. My mother goes to church every Sunday.”


  “To a church of PRETENDERS!” she says, the evangelistic pitch returning to her voice. “A church of IDOLATORS!”


  “She goes to the Catholic Church,” I say.


  “We’ll see how much that matters when the Day of Reckoning arrives,” Adeline’s mother says, smiling smugly. “Rest assured, the Army of the Righteous will soon be knocking on your door.”


  I scoop my backpack and books from the bare floor, and I turn and sprint from the house at full speed.


  Adeline’s mother stands on the front step, hollering after me, “THE DAY OF RECKONING IS COMING, SINNER! THE DAY OF RECKONING IS COMING!”


  As soon as Candace Brown goes back into the house, I turn and run around to the back, where Adeline is already wriggling out through her bedroom window.


  “Get me out of here,” she pants. “Get me out of here.”
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  Michael stays the night at a buddy’s house, and my father is off somewhere on his motorcycle, so it’s just Mom, Adeline and I who sit huddled around the living room table, trying to ignore the sound of the phone ringing over and over again. Between rings, Adeline grabs the phone and calls her father in Toronto.


  “Daddy, come get me,” she cries. “She’s gone totally crazy. I can’t wait until summer. Please come get me, Daddy. Please.”


  We listen in tense silence as Candace Brown shows up at our house, pounding on our front door and screaming insults at our family for nearly an hour, until she is joined by a chorus of Tabernacle faithful, including Pastor Vangelis. They shout vague threats about Devine Retribution and hammer incessantly on our windows and doors until at last the police arrive and make them go back to the Tabernacle. We can still hear them shouting down there in the Tabernacle parking lot the end of our laneway. Around three in the morning they give up, and all is silent, but none of us sleep.


  The sun finally rises, and Adeline’s father arrives. He emerges from a sparkling black limousine, flanked by two men wearing crisp, dark suits. Adeline’s dad is a short but muscular man. He wears a black golf shirt and pants, shoes that gleam like they’re fresh from the shoebox, and a pair of sunglasses, which he does not remove when he enters our home. His face is so cleanly shaven that it looks like a marble bust. He introduces the other men as Toronto lawyers.


  Principal Lewis is summoned, as well a couple of officers from the local police force. Adeline’s mother shows up with Pastor Vangelis, who wears flashy gold-trimmed red raiment very much at odds with the stiff compulsory outfits of his congregants. Sitting at the head of our kitchen table, he bellows evangelically that “THE SACRED BOND BETWEEN MOTHER AND CHILD SHALL NOT BE BROKEN!” but his protests are silenced when one of the lawyers points out that Candace Brown has in fact broken the skin on her daughter’s face with her repeated slapping, thus also breaking their mother-daughter bond, at least in a legal sense.


  When the police hear about the padlock on Adeline’s bedroom door, they are ready to slap the cuffs on Candace Brown and charge her with assault and illegal confinement, but Pastor Vangelis counsels her to make a deal: if Adeline will agree not to testify against her mother, she will be allowed to break from the Tabernacle congregation and live with her father for the few months remaining until she turns eighteen. Although Pastor Vangelis relishes the publicity brought to the Tabernacle by their acts of self-righteous property destruction, he doesn’t seem too eager to receive any media attention over child-abuse allegations.


  Principal Lewis agrees to allow Adeline to finish her final school assignments by correspondence. It’s good riddance as far as he’s concerned; he cannot bear the thought of one more visit to his office by either Candace Brown or Lynette Lavender.


  After signing the documents prepared in advance by the two lawyers, Adeline’s mother is escorted out the door by the police. As she passes me and my mother, she mutters, “You will pay for this, sinners.”


  Her sentiment is punctuated by Pastor Vangelis, whose exit line is, “The righteous shall prevail.”


  Adeline gives me a disbelieving goodbye and a rather Spartan hug, and joins her father and his lawyers at the front door. The driver has been waiting with the engine running the whole time.


  I run upstairs to my bedroom and pull Volume XYZ of the Encyclopedia Britannica from inside my backpack. I grab a pen from my desk and write on the inside cover, “Don’t forget me.”


  When I hand the book to Adeline through the open window of the car, she bursts into tears. Then the tinted windows roll up, the limo coasts down the hill, and Adeline is gone.


  And I am alone again.


  


  Gears and Wheels


  It is a cool, cloudy spring morning, and I am sitting on the front step, waiting for my grandfather to arrive. Lately, we’ve been spending our Sunday afternoons together. Since Adeline left town a month ago, it’s not like I have anyone else to hang around with. We exchange emails every evening, but it’s a poor substitute for walking with someone, eating lunch with them, exchanging books, laughing at each other’s jokes, finding cryptic notes to meet secretly at the cemetery. I miss her.


  At school, I still have lunch with Caleb, Cecil, and Anthony, but without Adeline there to stimulate conversation, we are just four guys with nothing in common. Once we’ve consumed enough calories to sustain us for the afternoon, Caleb heads for the library to rearrange words and fuss over the details of his latest short story, Cecil wanders off to practice vocal techniques with one of the music teachers, and I’m left behind with Anthony, who just sits there radiating disdain for other humans while I read a book. I’m currently studying The New Illustrated Art of Sex. I want to learn all the theory, just in case.


  Outside of school, my grandfather is all I’ve got left. Michael spends his spare time going to Socialite/Jock parties, hanging out with his hockey buddies, and frisking and sucking on Caitlin Black anywhere they can get away with it. At the end of the day, Michael goes to his room, and I go to mine. We see each other when we play hockey, but we’re like any two random teammates rather than twin brothers. While Graham and Grant Brush play as a paired unit, Michael and I are on separate lines. We are only on the ice together on the power play and sometimes to kill penalties.


  I’ve slipped a little in my goal-scoring; Grant Brush is now just one goal behind me for the league scoring title, and Michael trails me by two. We’ve got just one game left in the regular season before playoffs start, which will determine who walks away with the trophy. I don’t care much about winning it, but I do care about preventing that asshole Grant from having it. Part of me also wants to prove that I can beat my genetically perfect Superbrother at something. I would like my father to see that happen, though it’s unlikely that he will witness our final game of the season; he is nothing more than a ghostly presence in the house these days. He roars away atop his CBX for days at time, and when he returns, sequesters himself in his basement laboratory. He doesn’t even eat dinner with us anymore. Our mother tells us he’s involved in “very important work.”


  Mom spends her free time “organizing” — arranging and rearranging the silverware and dishes in the kitchen, colour-coordinating the outfits in her closet and drawers, sorting the books alphabetically by author, stacking the magazines by date. When there is nothing to rearrange, she will pay my grandfather a visit, and if he’s busy, she just stands at the kitchen counter in her usual pose of contemplation: head cocked to one side, hair flowing over the back of one shoulder.


  As if there wasn’t already enough tension in the Skyler household, Adeline’s departure has amplified it. The day after her father took her away to Toronto, a group of protestors from the Tabernacle of God’s Will, led by a red-eyed Candace Brown, assembled outside our house, waving their standard placards. Sex for pleasure equals HELL for ETERNITY! Science LIES, God’s WILL is TRUTH! and Pretenders and Idolaters will SUFFER! as well as several hastily-made new ones: The Mother/ Child bond is SACRED! and, simply, SHAME!


  “Let us PRAY!” Candace Brown shouted deliriously. She jumped up and down, waving her arms in the air like a possessed cheerleader. “Oh LORD,” she cried, “this is a house full of GODLESS ATHEISTS, PRETENDERS, IDOLATORS! Make them feel the STING of your WRATH!”


  “HEAR US, LORD!” shouted the crowd of pilgrim-garbed Tabernaclers.


  “Oh LORD,” shouted Candace Brown, spit flying from her lips, “this is a house full of LIES! Lies of SCIENCE, lies of GREED, lies of LUST! Make them feel the STING of your WRATH!”


  “HEAR US, LORD!” came the self-righteous echo.


  “Oh LORD,” bellowed Candace Brown, her braided hair swinging side-to-side, “the bond between mother and child is SACRED! These people have BROKEN this SACRED BOND! Make them feel the STING of your WRATH!”


  “HEAR US, LORD!” came the response, like a home team’s fans after an overtime goal.


  Inside our house, Mom, Michael and I tried to go about our usual Saturday business, but it wasn’t easy with a screaming mob outside, even if there were only a dozen of them, dressed like extras in a Thanksgiving play. When they chanted about the “lies of greed” Michael sneered and glanced over at the picture of Dennis on top of the living room TV. After a particularly vigorous “lies of science” chorus, I’m pretty sure I saw Mom glance pensively at the floor under her feet, where our father’s laboratory resides. Michael shot a nasty look at me when they were going on about the “sacred bond of mother and child,” as if it was my fault that I witnessed Adeline’s Mother smacking her around and locking her up like a prisoner of war. Besides, Michael isn’t so pure — he should think about “sins of lust” the next time he ducks into the shadows to stick his tongue down Caitlin Black’s throat.


  The police eventually arrived again, and sent Candace Brown and her posse back down the lane to the Tabernacle parking lot, where they’ve held a faithful vigil ever since, ready to wave their placards and holler at us every time we leave our house. Although their numbers have dwindled to only five or six regulars, they’ve been at it for the entire month that Adeline has been away.


  The Skyler family has taken over the number one spot on the Sinners and Blasphemers Hit List. Everyone else in Faireville must be breathing a sigh of relief; better us than them. Inside our faux-castle home, every silent second smolders with tension. We whisper, we close doors gently, we inhabit separate rooms. One wrong move from anyone and everything could explode in a violent rush of flames.


  I wish that somebody would show up in a long, black limousine and take me away from here.
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  I am startled by the sound of my grandfather’s voice. When he used to drive his 1940 Ford Deluxe, the rumble of its old V8 engine let you know he was coming; his new bicycle does nothing to announce his arrival.


  “Did I catch you daydreaming, Philip?”


  He just rode his bike here all the way up the steep grade of our laneway, yet he’s hardly broken a sweat. Not bad for a man who celebrated his eighty-fourth birthday just a couple of months ago.


  There is a law that persons aged eighty and over must write a test and get their eyes examined every two years in order to keep their driving licences; some are randomly asked to take a road test as well. When my grandfather turned eighty, and later eighty-two, Faireville still had its own Provincial Licensing Office, which was run by Pearl Bunyon, a former town councillor and a staunch ally of my grandfather when he was mayor. Pearl always renewed my grandfather’s licence as a matter of course. However, since Clarence Brush was narrowly elected as the mayor of Faireville three years ago, many things have changed, including the closing of the Faireville Licensing Office.


  Yes, Clarence Brush, my former elementary school principal, father to Graham and Grant Brush, is now the political leader of our little town. My grandfather is not happy about it, to say the very least.


  “He’s using the mayor’s chair as a stepping stone,” he complained as we drove together to the Gasberg Licensing Office. “It’s no secret that he wants to run in the next provincial election, so he’s allowing all the government services in Faireville to be closed down to show them he’s on board with their plans to consolidate and privatize everything. It makes me sick. A mayor’s first responsibility is to the townspeople who elected him, not to his own political ambitions.”


  He gripped the steering wheel in his left hand and firmly downshifted with his right, easing the solid old car around a hairpin turn at the edge of a lakeside cliff. For generations, people have referred to this treacherous aberration of Gasberg Road as “Suicide Curve.”


  “Back when I was mayor,” my grandfather said, “I tried to get a motion passed to get this section of road straightened. Of course, Clarence Brush convinced the other councillors that the expense was too great, that all that was needed here was a flashing yellow light and a small fence. Every time I drive through here I’m reminded of the smug look on Brush’s face as my motion was voted down.”


  He stared into the straight stretch of road beyond the curve, accelerated back to highway speed, and jammed the shifter into high gear. Unlike when I went in to get my beginner’s driver’s licence on my sixteenth birthday, my grandfather was brimming over with confidence, actually hoping to be randomly selected for a road test; he would show them that he was the same man he’d always been.


  He was, in fact, selected for a road test, which he easily passed. He got a perfect score on the written test. All he had to do now was go through the formalities of posing for an up-to-date photo for his licence card and taking a vision test, and he would be free to drive his 1940 Ford for another two years.


  I sat in the waiting room and watched him standing in line, squinting at the glaring fluorescent lights like a baseball player about to step up to the plate to hit a Grand Slam. Finally, the young woman behind the counter called out his name. She raised the eye-testing device up to its maximum height, and my grandfather leaned forward and nestled his eyes into the rubber cups.


  “Please read the second last line for me, Sir,” she said sweetly.


  “C, L, Q, T, R, N, O.”


  “Good!” she chirped. “Now read the last line.”


  “Umm . . . O, W, G, umm . . . O again, N . . . M?”


  “Hmm,” said the girl. “It appears that you’ve become slightly nearsighted since your last renewal, sir. You’ll need to visit your eye doctor to get some corrective lenses prescribed, then you can schedule another appointment to . . . ”


  “What?” my grandfather protested. “I’ve never needed glasses! My vision is as good today as it’s ever been.”


  “Sir, I’m afraid . . . ”


  “Let me try again. There must be some mistake.”


  To a chorus of sighs from the other people in line behind my grandfather, she put a different letter card into the machine, and he tried again, with the same result.


  “I do not need glasses. I’ve never needed them. My vision is perfect, and has been for my entire eighty-four years!”


  “Well, sir, I can’t renew your licence until . . . ”


  “I passed the driving test! I got perfect on the written test!”


  “All you have to do is go see your eye doctor, and . . . ”


  “I don’t need glasses, and I am not getting glasses.”


  “Sir,” the flustered girl said, “Because of your vision test result, I can’t renew your licence. You’ll either have to return for another test when you’ve been prescribed corrective lenses, or . . . ”


  “Or what? You’ll take away an old man’s only means of transportation? Force me to ride my bicycle into town to get my meat and eggs?”


  “Look,” she sighed, “I’m just doing my job, okay?”


  “To borrow a phrase from Junius,” said my grandfather, “I will neither advise nor submit to arbitrary measures. And the requirement that I get glasses to continue driving is most arbitrary. I do not need glasses, and I refuse to get glasses.”


  “I guess you’d better trade your car in for a new bicycle, then.”


  She ceremoniously placed a small sticker on my grandfather’s licence card, which read: For Identification Purposes Only — NOT A DRIVER’S LICENCE.


  And that was that. My grandfather slid his neutered licence card into his wallet, then fished in his front pocket for his car keys, which he dropped into my palm. “Take me home, Philip,” he said.


  He gazed out the passenger-side window while I drove the old Ford Deluxe back to Faireville. Neither of us spoke until we reached Suicide Curve.


  “Why don’t you just go get some glasses?” I finally said. “Don’t you think you’re being a bit stubborn?”


  “The only way I ever accomplished anything in life was by being stubborn,” he said. “If I had been a bit more stubborn while I was still the mayor, maybe there would still be a licensing office in Faireville, and I would still be able to drive my car. The moment I ease off and let others control things, everything starts falling apart.”


  When we arrived at my grandfather’s house, I backed the old car into the garage and silenced the gurgling V8.


  “Well, Philip, to quote Emily Dickinson,” he said, as we ducked under the open garage door, “Old age comes on suddenly, and not gradually as is thought.”


  My grandfather pulled the garage door down with a whoosh and a bang.


  It has not been opened since.
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  Now my grandfather and I are coasting down the laneway hill on our bicycles.


  “I’m going to share some especially good things with you today, Philip,” he calls over his shoulder, “to help celebrate this glorious day!”


  I’m not sure what’s so glorious about today; it is unseasonably cold, the sky is grey and threatens a downpour at any minute. Still, I’m glad to see that his confidence has returned since the day he surrendered his driver’s licence.


  We reach the bottom of the hill, and the Tabernacle protestors pick up their signs and banners and charge at us from across the parking lot. There are only six of them, including Adeline’s mother, but what they lack in numbers they make up for in volume. They line up at the edge of the Tabernacle property, just feet from our driveway, and wave their signs and chant:


  “The Mother/Child bond is SACRED! SHAME on YOU!


  The Mother/Child bond is SACRED! SHAME on YOU!”


  The tires of my grandfather’s bike scrunch to a halt in the laneway gravel.


  “Philip,” he says, his voice rumbling, “you stay here. I’m going to put and end to this nonsense once and for all.”


  He swings a leg over his bike, boots the kickstand down, and strides toward the chanters. They part as he passes through them. The only one who keeps chanting is Candace Brown, whose voice is as rough as sandpaper from weeks of screaming at our family. She follows behind my grandfather, waving her Pretenders and Idolaters will SUFFER! placard at him, until he steps into the Tabernacle and closes the door behind him.


  Adeline’s mother walks to the edge of our driveway, glaring at me as if she’s trying to light me on fire with her rage. “Do you think we don’t know what goes on inside your house?” she hisses. “Do you think we haven’t heard the rumours?”


  “Whatever,” I say.


  “You . . . you . . . hideous . . . we will expose your father’s lies. We will expose all of you, you . . . you . . . mutant! We will make you all pay for pushing Adeline from the path of righteousness.”


  “Maybe you pushed her from the path,” I suggest.


  For minutes that seem like hours, the eyes of the other five protestors flit from me to Candace Brown to the Tabernacle door.


  My grandfather eventually emerges with Pastor Vangelis.


  “Children of the Lord,” the pastor booms from the steps, “this vigil of protest will now end. Please come inside.”


  The congregants do as they have been instructed, filing one by one into the windowless concrete building, dragging their signs and banners behind them, except for Candace Brown. She stands there, arms akimbo, and croaks, “What?”


  “There will be another time, Candace,” Pastor Vangelis says. “Come inside.”


  “But . . . ”


  “Come inside, child.”


  “But . . . the sacred bond . . . they must be punished . . . ”


  “Candace . . . ”


  “They took my daughter away from me!” she rasps.


  “Adeline was lost to us anyway,” Pastor Vangelis says, more firmly this time. “Now, Candace, come inside. There will be another day.”


  Adeline’s mother walks through the Tabernacle door, her head hung low. Pastor Vangelis enters behind her, and pulls the door closed with a solid thump.


  My grandfather straddles his bicycle once again.“What did you say in there?” I wonder.


  “I’ll explain everything over some good food and an excellent bottle of wine,” he says, pedaling forward. “Come on.”


  We turn onto Main Street, and I pedal along beside him.


  “Seriously,” I insist, “how did you know that the pastor would make them stop? I can’t wait until lunch.”


  My grandfather pedals faster; the chain and sprockets hiss and click as he shifts into a higher gear. I push harder to keep up.


  “Well, I didn’t know what the pastor would do. There is no insurance in life, Philip. There are no guarantees. You can only do what you have to do, and hope that things go your way. Let’s just say,” he says between breaths, “that each person in a small town is a gear in a complex little machine, like the works inside a clock. If you want to be sure that everything keeps running the way it should, then you’ve got to make sure that you’re the drive gear, the gear that powers all the others.”


  “Is that a quote from somebody famous?” I wonder.


  “I came up with that one by myself,” my grandfather says.


  As we pedal under the single set of stoplights in downtown Faireville, my grandfather coasts to the curb. “Wait here with the bikes,” he instructs, then he goes next door into Angus Angelo’s, his favourite butcher shop.


  “That’s some grandfather you’ve got there, son,” says a grey-haired man, as he hobbles past with a woman who is probably his wife. “Best damn mayor this town ever had.”


  “Yes, sir,” I reply.


  He looks admiringly at my grandfather’s bike. It’s a simple machine, with fat, old-fashioned tires, an enclosed chain and gears, a sprung seat, with everything painted semi-gloss black, including the wheel spokes, handlebars, and the wire basket over the wide front fender. It looks like it may have been built during World War Two.


  “They take away his driver’s licence, and he just keeps on goin’ on an old bicycle,” he says. “The only thing that’s ever gonna take ol’ Vernon Skyler down is the Grim Reaper himself. Ain’t nobody else is gonna do it.”


  “No, sir,” I say.


  “When he comes out, tell him that Willie Wendell said ‘hi.’”


  “Yes, sir.”


  As the couple wanders away, Willie Wendell’s wife whispers to him, “Isn’t it nice that the ol’ mayor spends so much time with his retarded grandson?”


  Retarded grandson?


  “He’s a class act,” Willie Wendell whispers back. “And I’ll bet he taught the kid his manners, ‘cause I doubt that fruity father of his has done ‘im much good.”


  Willie Wendell’s wife giggles.


  I want to turn around and say something unmannered to these twittering old buffoons, but my grandfather has emerged from the butcher shop, and I don’t want to embarrass him. Into the basket on his bicycle he drops a plump bundle wrapped in brown waxed paper. “Angelo saved the two best filets for us,” he says. “I guess I’ve still got some influence in this town.”


  As we pedal through Faireville, some of the older people on the sidewalks wave, tip their hats, and call out “Hallo, Mayor,” and “Hiya, Vernon,” to my grandfather. He answers each of them by name.
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  I am seated comfortably in one of the red leather chairs across the dining room table from my grandfather, but my body feels like it is floating in the air, since we shared a bottle of red wine during our extravagant lunch. Before we ate, I was dispatched to the basement to select a bottle from the wine cellar. I had no idea my grandfather had a wine cellar.


  “Pick a nice Bordeaux,” he instructed, “something from the top or second row of the rack nearest the door — a Pomerol, St. Emillion, or a Pauillac.”


  I was astonished. There were hundreds of dust-coated bottles lying on their sides in dark wood racks, with names like Chateau Lafite, Latour, Margaux, Mouton-Rothschild, Haut-Brion, Petrus, Valandraud. I randomly grabbed one.


  My grandfather inspected the bottle before carefully pouring its contents into a wide-bottomed decanter, the smell of the wine filling the room like blackcurrant jam cooking.


  “1990 Lafite-Rothchild Pauillac,” he said. “A good choice, Philip. This one cost me close to a thousand dollars at auction. Sotheby’s, I think . . . or maybe it was Bonham and Butterfield. I should keep better track of these things.”


  “A thousand dollars?” I yelped. “For a bottle of wine?”


  “Today I am going to let you in on a secret,” he said, his eagle eyes glinting mischievously, “that will be worth celebrating with a good bottle of wine.”


  Now we’ve finished the bottle, which was so delicious I still feel faint — and it’s not just the effect of the alcohol coursing through my bloodstream.


  “So when are you going to let me in on this great secret?” I blurt out.


  “Let’s retire to the living room,” my grandfather says, “and chat like civilized men. Would you like to try a glass of good vintage port?”


  “Sure!” I say, being careful not to slur the word.


  My grandfather joins me in his living room, with a bottle in one hand and two port glasses in the other. “1983,” he says wistfully as he fills my glass with the tawny liquid. “A very good year. The year I first hired your mother.” Then he adds, “Which, of course, allowed your father to meet her, and is the reason I’m lucky to share your good company today.”


  He sits down on the Edwardian-style sofa across from me. Although the outside of my grandfather’s house looks like the bungalow of any retired farmer or factory-worker in Faireville, the interior is impeccably decorated, like a miniature palace. He crosses his leg at the knee, settles back, then jumps up again.


  “Cigars!” he says. “Port like this deserves a great cigar!”


  He crosses the room to the fireplace mantle, where he lifts the lid of a small wooden box that has been up there for as long as I can remember. The room fills with a sweet, earthy scent. He withdraws two cigars about the thickness and twice the length of my thumb, trims them with a tiny silver guillotine, then returns to his casual perch on the sofa. He dips the trimmed end of the his cigar into his port, lights it up, then passes the lighter and the other cigar over to me. I duplicate his moves exactly.


  “Don’t inhale,” he warns, “just fill your cheeks with the smoke, savour its taste for a moment, then let it curl back out of your mouth.”


  We sit together for a while, saying nothing, just sipping the port and watching the thick white smoke from our cigars curl languidly toward the ceiling. I have never felt more sophisticated, more gentlemanly than I feel right now. I have also never felt more light-headed.


  “Was that wine really worth a thousand dollars?” I wonder.


  “I’ve got a few bottles of 1998 Chateau Petrus that are worth about three thousand a bottle,” my grandfather says. “The port we’re drinking, which I bought right from the source in Portugal back when it was released, is likely worth about that now. You’re surprised that I have that kind of money, aren’t you?”


  He takes a long sip of his port, then a deep pull from his cigar.


  “In politics, Philip, especially local politics, I realized early on how important it was to cultivate an image that allowed people to project themselves onto me. Most of the people who vote in municipal elections here in Faireville are hardworking people with simple lives. I was successful in politics here because I always seemed to be one of them.”


  He takes another long sip from his port glass.


  “If people knew how much money I actually have, they wouldn’t trust me the way they do. They would not be able to project themselves onto me. So, I keep it quiet. I live in a modest home, but in the privacy of my home I eat good food, drink excellent wine, and I smoke these great cigars. I drove what seemed to them to be a modest old car, when in fact each year it cost me more than the price of a new Cadillac to keep it running. Now I ride what looks like a modest old bicycle, but it’s a Swiss-made machine I imported for ten thousand dollars. Unlike many people with wealth, I practice inconspicuous consumption.”


  “How did you manage to make so much money?” I ask. If Dennis were here, I bet he would feel a lot closer to our grandfather after hearing this.


  “Real estate,” he says. “I’ve bought up a lot of property here in Faireville, one lot, one building, one bank auction, one estate sale at a time. Half the population here pays rent to me, or their mortgage payments go into my bank account. And, because I rent at lower rates than the other landlords, and I offer lower interest rates than the banks, half the people in this town ‘owe me one.’ In politics, it’s good when a lot of people ‘owe you one.’”


  I’m having difficulty focusing my eyes. My grandfather keeps splitting into two hazy grandfathers. I’m drunk for the first time in my life. It is not an unpleasant feeling.


  “To paraphrase you,” I say, somewhat murkily, “you’re the gear that drives all the other gears and wheels in Faireville.”


  “Exactly,” he says. “How do you think I got Pastor Vangelis to call his flock away earlier today?”


  “How?”


  “Well, it seems that nobody informed him that the ground the Tabernacle is built on is not owned by them, but is in fact leased for a ten-year term. From me. I simply pointed out to the good pastor that it would be a very sorry situation indeed if I refused to renew their lease when it expires next year. None of those trailers they’ve got parked there are big enough to tow that big concrete building away.”


  My grandfather drains the last of his port, then takes another long, deep draw from his cigar.


  “But I didn’t invite you here to impress you with my wine cellar or my cigars or my real estate holdings. There is something else I want to tell you about, because I may need your help at some point.”


  “Sure,” I say. “Anything you want. What is it?”


  “To quote George Bernard Shaw: ‘We don’t stop playing because we grow old; we grow old because we stop playing.’ And, even if I am eighty-four years old, even if they have taken away my driver’s licence, even if my eyes are beginning to fail me, I am not ready to quit playing just yet. Can I trust you to keep a secret, until I decide the time is right?”


  “Of course!”


  He slowly sucks the last bit of cigar down. When the last tendrils of smoke have risen out of his mouth, he crushes the butt of the cigar in the silver-and-marble ash stand next to the sofa. “I’m coming out of political retirement,” he says. “I’m going to run against Clarence Brush in the next municipal election, and I’m going to beat him. I’m waiting for exactly the right moment to announce my intention. I am going to be the mayor of this town again. When the time comes, Philip, will you help me?”


  “Sure,” I say. “Anything you want.”


  “Excellent. Would you like another splash of port, my boy?”


  Of course I would.
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  As I leave his house, my grandfather slips a roll of five fifty-dollar bills into my hand. “Invest it wisely,” he says.


  I stumble through town in a pleasant, drunken haze. I hold onto the handlebars of my bike as I walk, to keep myself from falling over. As I roll through the Downtown Business District, past Jackie Snackie’s, the Sergeant-at-Arms, Angus Angelo’s, The Goode Faith Gift Shoppe, The Tea Cozy, and Faireville Worldwide Wonders, I wonder just how many of them are paying rent or mortgage money to my grandfather.


  By the time I reach the spot where our laneway meets the highway, where the Tabernacle of God’s Will stands, my legs wobble like they’re made of half-melted rubber. Everything I see is in blurry duplicate. It’s Sunday afternoon now, and the Tabernacle parking lot is packed full. I walk my bike between the cars and right up to the towering concrete structure.


  “My grandfather owns you!” I shout at the Tabernacle building. “And one of these days, I’ll own you, too. Whether you like my family or not. Whether you like my face or not. I’ll get you back for what you’ve done to Adeline. And to me. And to Cecil and Caleb and everyone else you look down on.”


  And I realize that I am speaking not just to Pastor Vangelis and Candace Brown and the other members of the Tabernacle of God’s Will, but to all of them. To Sam Simpson, Trevor Blunt, and Brandon Doggart. To Graham and Grant Brush, and to their father as well. To the Little Colour Girls, and to their mothers, too. To people like Willie Wendell, who assume I’m retarded because of my face. To the people like his wife who giggle about it.


  “All of you!” I holler. “I’m gonna be the gear that drives you all!”


  Then there is a liquid roar as my stomach erupts, blasting hot, acidic bile up through my throat and mouth. I launch a slick of crimson vomit onto the Tabernacle’s concrete steps.


  And now I notice the tiny surveillance camera mounted just above the door of the Tabernacle of God’s Will. Great. Wonderful.


  I grab my bike and run uphill as fast as my melting rubber legs will carry me.


  


  City Girl


  In my dramatically intoxicated state, I somehow manage to crawl up the stairs and wobble into my bedroom. Looks like I left the computer turned on. Adeline’s daily email is waiting for me:


  Phillip,

  The only thing I miss about Faireville is you. When are you going to scrape together the train fare and come visit me in Toronto? I’ll make it worth your while!

  Love and other indoor sports,

  Adeline


  I pull the roll of fifties from my pocket. “Invest it wisely,” he said. I call Dennis.


  “Dennis? Remember you said I could come visit you any time? How ‘bout next weekend?”


  “Phil? Bro? Is that you?”


  I can hear a girl giggling in the background.


  “It’s me. Can I come stay at your place next weekend?”


  “Are you okay, Phil? You sound funny.”


  “I’m drunk.”


  “You’re drunk? That’s hilarious! I musta set a good example for you. Atta boy! I’m so proud!”


  There is more of the girl-voice in the background.


  “My little brother is calling me drunk!” he says, forgetting to cover his phone. “No, no — of course I’m drunk — he’s the one who’s — aw, never mind. Oh, yeah, yeah — it’s in the brown envelope on the side table . . . ”


  “Dennis?”


  “Sorry, buddy — I’ve got a friend, well, a colleague here at the moment. And, yeah, sure you can come up next weekend. But I won’t be able to spend a whole lotta time with you. I’ve got some business, and a date, and . . . ”


  “It’s okay, Dennis. I’m coming to Toronto to visit this girl I know . . . ”


  “Little bro’s got a chick? Awesome! Hey, maybe we’ll both get lucky next weekend!” There is the sound of a door slamming from beyond Dennis’ phone. “Hey! Hey! Wait!” Dennis abruptly hangs up the phone.


  I turn back to the computer and type:


  Hi Adeline,

  You’ve convinced me. I’ll be there next weekend. See you then.

  Philip


  PS –Do you happen to know how often the Tabernacle checks the tape from their security camera?
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  People born in little towns like Faireville grow up believing that leaving is a difficult and scary thing to do. It isn’t. Getting to Dennis’ place in Toronto is almost too easy — I walk across the East End to the train station, buy my ticket, and then I just relax and watch the flat scenery of Southwestern Ontario roll past the window of the train for the next few hours.


  The train arrives in Toronto right on time, exactly four hours and twenty-seven minutes after it pulled away from Faireville. As soon as I step out of the car, I feel the difference. While Faireville Station is nothing more than a wood-sided shack at the edge of a farmer’s field, entering the Great Hall of Union Station feels like emerging from a cocoon into the great big world.


  People dragging luggage and swinging briefcases crisscross around me as I stop to absorb the Beaux-Arts details of the massive space, its vaulted ceiling, its cast-framed windows surrounded by sturdy arches of carved stone. The names of Canadian cities are carved in bold Romanesque letters half-way up the tall stone walls: EDMONTON · SASKATOON · WINNIPEG · PORT-ARTHUR · NORTH-BAY · SARNIA · LONDON · TORONTO · OTTAWA · SHERBROOKE · LÉVIS · MONCTON. The names tell me this: A person can go anywhere from here.
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  Now I’m sitting at the desk in the small living room of Dennis’ apartment, enjoying his view of Centre Island and Lake Ontario while I log on to my email account to get Adeline’s instructions to let me know where and when to meet her. Humming underneath the desk is a hot rod server-style computer and a rack of interconnected storage drives, which Dennis must use for his internet business.


  Dennis taps me on the shoulder. “Turn around, buddy, I need some help.”


  I spin the high-tech ergonomic office chair around to see him holding two virtually identical purple ties in front of his shiny black shirt.


  “Okay Philip,” he says, “if you were a woman, which one of these would make you feel more inclined to give me a blow job?”


  “I don’t really think I’m qualified to . . . ”


  “Just pick one.”


  “Okay, the one on the left.”


  “The one on the right it is, then,” he laughs, knotting the shimmering strip of material into a four-in-hand knot with a few swift, fluid movements. “I met this lawyer chick at Ki last night, and we really hit it off. I’m taking her for lunch at Bymark this afternoon, then hopefully we’ll hook up again tonight for some dinner, dancing, and a bit of the ol’ rumpy pumpy.”


  “Good luck.”


  “Bro, I don’t need no luck.”


  I turn my attention back to the computer screen, where there is a new email from Adeline.


  Phillip,

  Meet me at the La Maison Chaude, en Anglais

  Intersection: House of Worship (Christian) and Back

  (opposite of)

  Famous Western Movie

  Green on bronze minus na plus o (unless it precipitates)

  Love and other indoor sports,

  Adeline


  “Hey, Dennis, is there a Church Street around here, or maybe Chapel or Cathedral, or . . . ”


  “Church Street’s just a few blocks east. Why?” He looks over my shoulder at the computer monitor and reads Adeline’s email aloud, then says, “What the hell is all that supposed to mean?”


  “Her message is telling me to meet her at a place called the Hot House, at the intersection of Church and Front at high noon, and to meet her on the patio, unless it’s raining.”


  “Why didn’t she just say that?”


  “It’s a little game we play.”


  “You smart kids are weird.” Dennis squints at the screen again. “Okay, I get the Hot House and street bits, but how does that third line tell you you’re meeting on the patio?”


  “The greenish tarnish that forms on bronze is called a patina. Minus the letters N and A, plus the letter O makes patio. And precipitation means . . . ”


  “Yeah, yeah, I get it now. Like I said, you smart kids are weird.” He tosses a key to the apartment on the computer table. “Knock first before you let yourself in, okay? The forecast for me gettin’ lucky tonight is about ninety-nine per cent.” Before striding out of the apartment, he says, “See ya later, bro. Try not to miss me too much.”
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  I arrive at the corner of Church and Front a few minutes before noon. Adeline is already sitting at a table on the large patio at the Hot House Cafe. She stands up as I approach, hugs me, and plants a dry kiss on each cheek.


  “That’s what people in Toronto do,” she says as she sits down. They kiss on both cheeks. Even if they don’t know you that well. It’s way less uptight here than in Faireville.”


  I sit down across from her. “What happened to your glasses?”


  “Contact lenses,” she says. “Dad got them for me as a present. Nice spot, eh? That triangular building in front of you is the Flatiron Building. They built the office towers behind it to look symmetrical when you stand in front of it.”


  I’m having a difficult time concentrating on the surroundings, since I can’t keep my eyes off of Adeline. Nobody back in classroom 8-C at Faireville Elementary would recognize her now. She’s lost even more weight, and she looks like one of those pin-up girls from the 1950s. Her hair is no longer braided in the style of the Tabernacle faithful; it flows down her back and over her shoulders in loose auburn waves. She’s wearing a sheer salmon-pink tank top, and doesn’t seem to mind that I’ve been gazing at her breasts for an impolite amount of time; in fact, she arches her back a little every time the eyes of a passing male fixate on her cleavage.


  “Wow. You look great, Adeline.”


  “Thanks, Philip. It’s amazing what time away from Boringville and the Fascist Tabernacle can do for a person. I’ve still got a long way to go, though. Ten more pounds at least.”


  “You look perfect the way you are.”


  “Philip, you would have said that when I was still a cow.”


  Two women in trim-fitting business attire scurry past on the sidewalk beside us, their heels clicking in unison against the concrete. Both resemble stick figures drawn by a five-year-old. The taller one’s open jacket reveals a pair of enormous breast implants, reminding me of two tetherballs hanging from a pole. Both women puff aggressively on cigarettes.


  “Maybe I should take up smoking,” Adeline muses. “All the skinny girls do it.”


  I shoot an incredulous look at her.


  “Kidding!” She laughs. “I’m kidding! I want to fit into smaller clothes, not into an iron lung.”


  “You look perfect the way you are,” I reiterate.


  “Ten more pounds and I’ll be perfect,” she says. “Thin is in.”


  To emphasize this, she points to a billboard on a roof across the street, which features a semi-nude, skeletally-thin model.


  “That woman is emaciated,” I protest. “She looks like an insect! You’re telling me you would rather look like a Praying Mantis than a human female?”


  “Ten more pounds,” she says and raises two fingers in the air as a waitress scurries past, and the server returns with a couple of menus. “I’ll have a white wine,” Adeline says.


  “Chardonnay or Sauvignon Blanc?” the waitress wonders.


  “The Sauvignon,” Adeline says. “Less calories.”


  I’m a bit reluctant to have any wine after projectile-vomiting all over the entrance to the Tabernacle of God’s Will. “Um, I’ll have a Tankhouse Ale,” I say with authority.


  “I’ll be right back with your drinks,” the waitress says.


  “Jeez,” Adeline says, “she didn’t even ask us for ID. I suppose my boobs and hips are helpful in that respect. We don’t look like children anymore, Philip.”


  Adeline certainly doesn’t. The middle-aged businessmen at the adjacent table keep glancing admiringly in her direction. She leans back, closes her eyes and inhales deeply, as if the exhaust fumes from a passing garbage truck smell as sweet as the flowers that hang from the gas-well streetlights back home. She turns sideways in her chair, crossing one leg over the other. Her already short skirt slides back, revealing a tapered, suntanned thigh. She rocks her high-heeled sandal back and forth on the end of her delicately painted toenails, flexing her shapely calf muscles.


  “Philip,” she says in a flirtatious way, “are you looking at my legs?”


  “Yes,” I admit. “Your Tabernacle dress always covered them before.”


  “Well,” she says, “I’m not hiding my legs or my breasts or anything else anymore.”


  Whew. Clearly not.


  “On the day I arrived here in the city, I bagged up my Tabernacle uniform and dropped it off at the Salvation Army on Jarvis Street. What a great feeling that was.”


  The waitress places our drinks and a round loaf of steaming sourdough bread on the table. “Ready to order lunch?” she asks.


  “I’ll have a small Caesar salad,” Adeline says. “No croutons or cheese, with the dressing on the side, please.”


  The waitress nods empathetically.


  “Why don’t you get the Il Diavolo pizza, Philip?” Adeline says to me. “That way, I can have one bite.”


  “Sounds good,” I say, and the waitress scurries away. “You can have more than one bite though.”


  “My dietician says that one bite tastes the same as ten.”


  “Your dietician?”


  “Dad bought me a year’s worth of diet consultations. Barbie’s great — she’s got this system for counting proteins, starches, and fats. Until I reach my optimum weight, I get ten proteins, seven starches, five sugars and five fats a day.”


  “Your dietician’s name is Barbie? Like the anatomically impossible fashion doll?”


  “Pretty much the opposite — she’s fifty years old, five-foot-nothing, grey hair, and she never wears pink clothing or high heels. But she is thin.” She takes a sip of her wine. “This is going to cost me two of my sugars for the day, but we’re celebrating, right? And I’ll work the calories off when we go out exploring the city this afternoon.”


  “You think a few leaves of lettuce and a cocktail will give you enough energy to go walking? Have a piece of bread.”


  “Barbie says that bread is Waistline Enemy Number One.”


  I roll my eyes.


  Adeline sighs. “Okay, okay, I’ll have one piece, with no butter. I’ll just do some extra cardio at the gym tomorrow.”


  “The gym.”


  “Dad got me a membership at this great club just across the street from our condo. By next year, I’ll look like a million bucks.”


  “I think you look like a million bucks right now.”


  “Says the guy with the empty wallet,” she giggles. “Compared to my Fat-a-line days, I look like about a hundred thousand dollars now, maybe half a million by Faireville standards. But soon I’ll show you what a million looks like.”


  “I don’t know if my hormones will be able to take it,” I say.


  “Sweet as always,” she says. “Not objective, but sweet.”


  We look at each other across the table, my tongue spiraling through a mouthful of beer. Adeline kisses the lip of her tall, slender wine glass, then swirls the stir stick, the ice clinking along to the chorus of screeching streetcar wheels, the plaintive echoed wailing of fire truck sirens blocks away, the roar of subway trains rumbling up through sidewalk grates.


  It all surrounds me like rushing water, and I get a shivery feeling, like a little kid learning to swim.


  Adeline aims her eyes skyward, like she’s seen and heard this all a thousand times before, like she’s always been this high-heeled city girl.
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  “You could have let me pay,” I say as we leave the Hot House patio.


  “After all the shit my mother’s put you through, the least I can do is buy you lunch,” she says. “Besides, Dad gave me a credit card.”


  “Your father seems to have a lot of disposable income. What does he do?”


  “Some kind of import-export business, I think.” She changes the subject. “Feel like seeing a bit of the city?”


  “Sure.”


  She walks in long, quick strides, not ambling along like she used to. Maybe that long, heavy Tabernacle skirt slowed her down more than I thought. She points up at a pair of office towers sheathed in rose-coloured marble. “There are more people inside BCE Place right now than the entire population of Faireville.”


  I count the floors, multiply it by the number of windows on each floor, and concede that she is probably right — it’s our whole hometown in a single building.


  “That’s what I love about living in a big city,” she says. “The numbers. In the middle of a couple million people, you’re nearly anonymous. Men I will probably never see again check me out as I walk past, like maybe I’m somebody. But back in Faireville, even though I’ve lost weight and defected from the Tabernacle, people passing me on the sidewalk will still think to themselves, there goes Fat-a-line Brown from the Weirdo Church. You can never get away from your past in a small town, but in the city there is only the present and the future.”


  “Hardly anyone stares at my face,” I say.


  “Because they’re used to seeing thousands of faces with different colours and features every day. Your face isn’t the big shock it is to people back home. Difference is part of the scenery. The only people gawking at everything are the dorky tourists from little hick towns.”


  I had been staring up at the CN Tower and other buildings as we walked, but maybe this makes me look like a dorky tourist, so instead I watch Adeline’s buttocks undulate as she strides along in front of me. I follow her along Front Street to Union Station, feeling a relaxed kind of happiness I’ve rarely felt before. Maybe it’s the sunshine, or the fresh, gentle breeze. Maybe it’s the rush of all these other people in motion around us. Maybe it’s the buzz from the second beer Adeline ordered for me. Maybe it’s something else.


  Adeline points to an office tower across the street, and says, “The windows on that building are covered in about 2500 ounces of real gold film, but it didn’t cost the builders a dime.”


  “Huh?”


  “My dad told me that they bought the original gold at about thitry-five dollars an ounce, just before the price skyrocketed in the eighties. They had about 250 ounces left over when the building was finished, which they sold for $850 an ounce. The leftover gold paid for all the gold they used in the building!”


  “Dennis would like that story.”


  “My father loves it. Buy low, sell high is his mantra. And he says the best things to buy low are not the things people need, like food and clothes, but the things they want, like gold and flashy cars.”


  Or like dieticians and gym memberships. I don’t say this out loud.


  “Then,” she continues, “you just have to convince them that they actually need these things, and you sell high.”


  “No wonder your dad is hemorrhaging money,” I observe. Adeline’s father and Dennis would get along very well, I think.


  A grubby street beggar sits cross-legged on the sidewalk in front of Union Station. A couple of people toss small change into his upturned baseball cap, but hundreds more just weave around him like he’s a fire hydrant. This might be me if I’d run away to the city to make my living as a street urchin. I see now that generating pity with my deformed face would not have been a very lucrative move.


  Behind the beggar is an ad for a gymnasium, with a picture of a spandex-clad stick figure running on a treadmill, and the slogan “It’s YOUR BODY.” Adeline glances at the poster, and then says, “Hey, Philip, you want to go walk up to Yonge and Eglinton? Burn some calories?”


  Like she’s got any calories to burn — all she had for lunch was a few leaves of Romaine lettuce, two tiny bites from the piece of bread I forced her to take, and two glasses of Sauvignon Blanc.


  “How far is it?”


  “A few kilometres, I guess. Good for the legs and ass. I want to stop at our condo on the way and change into my workout clothes. Is that okay with you?”


  “Sure.”


  I follow her as she weaves her way around pedestrians, street sign-posts, hot dog stands and sidewalk debris. She strides ahead with her head held high, her eyes fixed forward like the headlights of a sports car, oblivious to the appreciative glances she collects, like a real city girl.


  It’s as if the overweight, braided, bespectacled Adeline never existed.


  


  Ten Pounds


  Adeline’s father’s condo is on Queen’s Quay, only a few blocks away from Dennis’ bachelor pad, but it’s five times bigger — it takes up the entire top floor of the slender skyscraper it occupies. It reminds me of a freshly unboxed stereo system, all chrome, flat black metal, and sand-coloured wood.


  Over the fireplace in the sunken-floor living room is a flat television the size of a small movie screen. I click the red button on the elaborate remote control, and a commercial hollers “Melt-A-Way is the number one weight loss product in North America! Just look at these before and after photos! Have the slim, fit, sexy body you’ve always dreamed of!” I turn the TV off and pick up a National Geographic.


  When I glance up from the article I’m reading, I can see into Adeline’s room, courtesy of the full-length vanity mirror beyond her half-open bedroom door. She faces the mirror, which is surrounded by little spotlights like in a Hollywood dressing room, and undoes a couple of buttons, and her skirt falls to the floor. I see she has made good on her vow to wear “nothing but thongs” once she got out of her mother’s house.


  My penis swells, and then an image flashes in my mind of Adeline’s father bursting into the apartment, flanked by his two dark-suited lawyers. I try to concentrate on the National Geographic, but I hear the slap of small clothes hitting the floor. A moment passes.


  Adeline calls out, “Philip, come in here. I need your help.”


  I wander into her large bedroom and sit down on the canopied bed, hoping she won’t notice the bulge in my pant leg.


  “Sorry everything in here is so pink and girly.” She sighs. “Dad had the room redecorated before I got here. It’s still a thousand times better than my jail cell at my mother’s house.”


  She is now wearing a pair of shiny, form-fitting black workout shorts, and a pink-and-black spandex top not much bigger than a bra.


  “How does this look?”


  I’m speechless. I just nod.


  She turns around, bends forward. “Can you see any panty lines?”


  “Not really.”


  She turns, pushes her ass toward the mirror, looks over her shoulder and says, “Aw, shit, there are panty lines. I hate panty lines. Do you think my ass is too big? Should I get liposuction?”


  “Jesus. No. You don’t need liposuction!”


  “I walk and walk and run and run,” she moans, “but I just can’t seem to get it any tighter. It’s gross. Slap it and see — it jiggles.” The spandex clings to her curves and crevices like a second skin. My erection pulses painfully. “Seriously, give it a slap. It jiggles like jello.”


  I manage to say, “It looks nice to me.”


  “One treatment, no more jiggles,” she says.


  I, for one, do not mind a bit of jiggle.


  She shrugs her shoulders and begins tossing other slight, clingy workout shorts from a dresser drawer and onto the bedspread. She shimmies out of the shorts she’s wearing and surveys the others on the bed beside me. She is practically naked from the waist down. Her behind is round and smooth, an upside-down Valentine heart. A few dark pubic hairs poke out from under the thong.


  “No panty lines now?” she says, after snapping the spandex shorts into place. “No bulges?”


  There is one major bulge, but it’s not on her.


  “Adeline, is there a washroom nearby?”


  “Oh, yeah,” she says. “The en suite is right behind you. I guess those beers are coming through you now, eh?”


  My legs feel like rubber, and my heart is thumping like I’ve just run a relay race, but I manage to shut the washroom door behind me and drop my shorts just in time for the pearly fluid to gush into the marble sink. I rinse out the sink, then flush the toilet.


  When I emerge, Adeline is turning in front of the mirror, pushing her breasts up, running her hands over her stomach and hips, evaluating herself one last time for bulges and jiggles.


  “Philip, you need to come more often.”


  “What?” I blurt.


  “You should come to Toronto every weekend,” she says. “You’re missing out on so much in Faireville.”
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  From her father’s condominium, Adeline leads me along the monument-adorned boulevard between the north and southbound lanes of University Avenue. At Dundas, we stop to observe a tall, tapered sculpture of a featureless, human-like form stretching upward, holding an object that resembles the hood ornament of a late-1970s Thunderbird.


  “What’s it supposed to be?” I wonder.


  Of course she was hoping I’d ask.


  “It’s officially called Per Ardua Ad Astra, the slogan of the Royal Canadian Air Force. It’s supposed to be a tribute to airmen who won the Victoria Cross, or something like that. The local nickname for it is . . . ” she pauses as if waiting for a drum roll,


  “ . . . Gumby Goes to Heaven.”


  I have to laugh at that. The nickname fits.


  “This whole section of University Ave, by the way, is filled with famous research and specialist hospitals — Mount Sinai, The Hospital for Sick Children, Princess Margaret . . . ”


  “Should we go take a look?”


  Adeline rolls her eyes. “They’re just hospitals!” she says. “Unless you’re sick, I’ve got something better to show you.” She turns onto Queen Street, and speeds past the Old and New City Halls of Toronto, then left onto Yonge Street. “The longest street in the world,” she says grandly.


  I try to soak in as much of this new scenery as possible, but Adeline races forward, weaving around street signs, fire hydrants, and slower pedestrians like she’s running an obstacle course. In my military-style shorts and clunky sandals, it’s difficult to keep up with her, especially since her lipstick, credit card, digital camera and cell phone are crammed into my side pockets; there isn’t a spare millimeter of cargo space in her own clingy shorts.


  “There’s the Eaton Centre,” she says, as we stride past the famous downtown mall.


  “Can we look inside?” I ask.


  “Maybe tomorrow,” she says. “Right now we’re on a mission.”


  The Eaton Centre is covered in colourful advertisements several storeys tall. They scream at passers-by: Perfume! Lingerie! Designer jeans! Lipstick! Cellulite-reducing cream! You NEED them! You NEED THEM ALL! We walk alongside a plywood wall erected between the sidewalk and a construction site. Despite the warning “POST NO BILLS” stenciled every few feet, the wall is plastered with overlapping posters and handbills, advertising every conceivable service and entertainment. One poster appears at regular intervals. It’s printed on simple lime-green photocopy paper, with outline illustrations of male and female figures coupled in various imaginative sexual positions.


  Toronto’s

  HOMETOWN

  HARDCORE

  HERO!

  www.hornydennis.com


  I pluck the staples from one of these small posters, fold and slide it into my back pocket. When Adeline gives me a strange look, I explain: “Dennis will get a kick out of this.”


  She points to another poster stapled onto the plywood wall:


  tick, tick, tick

  ROBERT RAYCROFT

  and the

  RUSTY RAZORS

  at SNEAKY DEE’S

  This Fri and Sat

  buzz, buzz, buzz


  “That’s the band I’m taking you to see tonight,” she says. “Robert Raycroft is amazing. I’ve seen him three times already. He’s a great guitar player, his lyrics are thoughtful and intelligent, and he’s an awesome singer. God, I love him.”


  “You love him?”


  “Okay, I love his music,” she says, shrugging. “Don’t get jealous.”


  She blasts off again, practically burning sneaker rubber. I swat sweat from my brow as I rush to keep up with her. We’ve probably walked a couple of kilometres by the time we reach Carlton Street, where a flashing red “Don’t Walk” signal momentarily interrupts Adeline’s Olympic speed-walker pace. She points to the right and says, “Maple Leaf Gardens is just a couple of blocks that way.”


  This is something that my brother Michael, a life-long Toronto Maple Leafs fan, would enjoy seeing. “Really? Let’s go take a look!”


  The signal changes to “Walk” and Adeline is already half-way across the street when she says, somewhat impatiently, “Maybe later.”


  “What’s the big hurry?” I ask. “I’ve never seen any of this before.”


  “Just follow me. We’re on a mission.”


  So I just follow her.


  As we approach a street called Wellesley, the landscape changes to sandwich and falafel shops, tattoo parlours and tarot card readers, shops selling sex toys and cheap lingerie, knock-off sports jerseys and rock band T-shirts. Same-sex couples walk together, hand-in-hand. Adeline announces that this is the epicentre of one of the world’s biggest gay communities.


  “The Tabernacle wouldn’t get many signatures on their trailer in this neighborhood, eh?”


  “Don’t remind me,” she says. “It’s too depressing.”


  My stomach growls. All this walking has made me hungry again. Adeline must be starving by now. “Want to stop somewhere for a snack?” I suggest. “I’ve never had a falafel.”


  “No time for dawdling,” she says. “If we want to get any aerobic exercise, we’ve got to keep up a pace of at least 120 steps per minute. For actual weight loss, it should be 140.” She weaves around a heavy, slow-moving woman. “It’s hard to get going that speed with all these street cattle in our way.”


  “Adeline, are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” she snaps, “but I don’t want to stand in front of Robert Raycroft tonight looking like a beached whale. So let’s keep it moving.”


  We eventually cross Bloor Street, and the atmosphere changes again: manicurists, estheticians, upscale boutiques, quaint cafes and little restaurants with cutesy names.


  “The Annex and Yorkville are just to the west, and Rosedale is to the east,” Adeline says in an acidic tone, “home to the city’s rich girls and trophy wives. Born beautiful, fashionable, and skinny. I hate them all.”


  As we stop for another “Don’t Walk” sign, Adeline sways from side to side. First I think she’s just doing it to keep her leg muscles moving, but then she takes a couple of awkward steps backward. She stumbles toward a sign-post, grabs at it and misses. She is just out of my reach as she tumbles onto the sidewalk, arms spread wide, one leg folded behind the other.


  I drop to the pavement beside her. “Adeline? Adeline?”
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  I got her to her feet and walked her to the sidewalk patio of a café. I’ve managed to get her to drink most of a bottle of orange juice, but her pupils are still dilated and her eyelids are heavy.


  “Eat this,” I tell her, holding a cinnamon Danish in front of her lips.“No no no,” she slurs. “I’m okay. Feel better. Don’t need food.”


  “Eat.”


  “No no no,” she burbles, “Not hungry.”


  “Your eyes look like two piss-holes in the snow, Adeline. Eat.”


  She takes a small nibble from the Danish. Then another. She gestures toward the bench. “I just want to be like her,” she says hazily.


  Across the street is an advertisement that depicts a bikini-clad model astride a blatantly phallic palm tree, which sticks out of the white beach sand at a forty-five degree angle. Her behind is raised to create the illusion of curves on her bony body, and she sucks seductively on the straw in a tropical drink. The advertisement is for some sort of “skin revitalizer.”


  “She’s probably about to pass out from starvation, too,” I say, “so you’re already alike in that respect. At least the sand will cushion her fall. Have another bite.”


  Adeline takes another nibble from the Danish.


  “You can’t walk this distance at the pace we’ve been going on the energy from a few leaves of lettuce,” I tell her.


  She waves the remainder of the Danish away. “That thing is worth two starches and two sugars on the Barbie scale. Not worth it.”


  “I’m not walking a step farther with you until you eat it.”


  “Fine,” she says, “but it’s going to go right to my ass.” She reluctantly takes the pastry from me, and gradually eats the whole thing. The colour starts to return to her face. She glances at the model on the park bench ad again. “Compared to her butt, mine should have a sign on it that says ‘wide load.’”


  “You don’t need to look like that!”


  “Need has nothing to do with it,” she counters. “I want to look like that. I like the way that men look at me since I’ve lost weight.”


  “Exactly — you look great now.”


  “I want to look better. The only difference between the girl in the ad and me is ten pounds. I want to look like that.”


  “That’s what all the companies selling cosmetics and diet pills and workout clothes and gym memberships and diet consultations and all that other crap want you to want to look like. That’s why the standard they set is so impossible to attain.”


  “You think it’s impossible for me to ever look that good?”


  “It’s impossible for anyone to look like that! The photo of that model was taken with perfect lighting, at the perfect angle, then it was digitally altered to remove even the slightest blemishes. The woman on that ad isn’t a woman at all. She’s a design. An impossible standard.”


  “So, what? You think I should start wearing my Tabernacle uniform again, and gain back the thirty pounds I lost?”


  “You know that’s not what I mean. It’s great that you are exercising and taking care of yourself. But if you’re doing all of that, and you still happen to be slightly bigger or smaller or shorter or taller than this artificial standard, you shouldn’t feel compelled to change yourself to fit it.”


  “So,” Adeline says, “you’re not going to get your face fixed when you turn eighteen?” She folds her arms across her chest. She has laid her trump card.


  “No,” I say. “No I’m not. My face is going to stay exactly the way it is. I’m not getting it fixed, because it isn’t broken.” Until I said it out loud just now, I didn’t realize just how strongly I feel about this. “If other people don’t like it, they can look at the fake, digitally-altered, perfect models instead.”


  “Well, Philip, if that’s really your philosophy, I respect it. I really do. But,” she says, pointing again to the billboard, “I still want to look like that, and I only need to lose another ten pounds to do it.”


  “Fine,” I say, “just make sure the next time you pass out from hunger, it isn’t in front of a speeding truck or something, okay?”


  “I feel better now,” she says. “Let’s get going.”


  


  Finding the Angel


  Much farther up Yonge Street, Adeline stops beside an imposing gateway made of black and brown brick, with a Neo-Gothic arch and twin turrets. It reminds me of the Anglican Church in Faireville; but a mere gate here is as grand as an entire building back home. The lettering carved at the top of the gateway reads Mount Pleasant Cemetery.


  “Do you think it’s weird that I like exploring cemeteries?”


  “No.”


  “Good!” she says, clapping her hands together. “In that case, I am going to introduce you to some of the most famous people in Toronto. Don’t be offended if they don’t say much.”


  I stop to read the bronze plaque to the left of the arch, which tells me that “the first interment took place on March 13, 1876,” and that “by December 31, 1965, 117,705 interments had been made in Mount Pleasant Cemetery.”


  “Wow,” I say. “Old and big.”


  “More impressive than the cemetery in Faireville, that’s for sure,” Adeline says.


  We’ve only been walking into the lush cemetery grounds for a few minutes, and already Yonge Street seems miles away. The cemetery is a virtual arboretum; there are hundreds of huge old trees of every variety, with leaves of dark and light green, purple, red, yellow, and even a few with pink cotton-candy-like fuzz growing on them. Birds twitter, the wind hushes through the leaves overhead, and well-fed squirrels scurry around in the grass.


  “This is the older half of the cemetery,” Adeline says. “Some pretty expensive real estate in here, eh?”


  Between the huge trees and winding pathways are hundreds of towering monuments, most of them taller than the statue of Jeremiah Faire. There are monoliths and obelisks, Roman columns capped with orbs, stylized urns and vases, Scottish and Irish crosses, representations of Christ and many sculptures of angels. We pass the ornate entrances to three crypts built into the side of a small hill, dated from the 1870s.


  “Notice a similarity between this old section of Mount Pleasant and the cemetery back home?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “Everybody buried here was white and spoke English. Toronto in the 1880s was the same as Faireville is now! Our home town is only a century behind the times.”


  We stop in front of a small but impressively carved mausoleum with just the name “CAPTAIN FLUKE” carved in block letters into the granite over the arched metal doorway.


  “This will be your nom de plume,” Adeline says.


  “Huh?”


  “Captain Fluke. It sounds kind of like a superhero, don’t you think?”


  “Maybe like a superhero who stops criminals by accident, like accidentally opening a car door and tripping up a mugger. “Do I really need a fake name?”


  “Come on, Captain. It’s just for fun.”


  “Maybe the bad guys freak out when they see my face, and they just trip themselves up.”


  “Oh no,” Adeline says, “Captain Fluke’s facial disfigurement is a sign of his courage and chivalry! His scars are respected and feared by men, while women find them dashing and virile.”


  Maybe I like this game after all. “Do I get to have a first name, or will you just call me ‘Captain’?”


  “Your nom de plume will be Captain Tobias Fluke?”


  “Tobias?”


  “It sounds dashing!”


  “Ah. And do I get to pick your assumed name?”


  “Mine will be Cassandra Silverstone. She’s beautiful, sophisticated, charming, and in desperate need of saving by a hero like Captain Tobias Fluke.”


  Okay, I do like this game.


  “So here is your mission, Captain,” she says. “I’ve got a favourite angel in this half of the cemetery. If you can find her, you will win a special prize. You get ten guesses.”


  “There must be a hundreds of angels in here. The odds are not exactly in my favour.”


  “I’ll give you some hints along the way.” She smiles coyly, and wanders up a twisting side path. “Well, come on, Captain.”


  I point to an angel engraved onto the face of a modest sandstone marker.


  “Nope,” Adeline says. “Nine guesses left! Now follow me — there’s somebody up ahead that I want you to meet.”


  We stop before the grave of William Lyon Mackenzie King.


  “Didn’t you do a presentation on him in grade ten history class?” Adeline remembers.


  “I did.” I put on my presentation voice: “King was one of Canada’s longest-serving and shrewdest politicians. King was Prime Minister through half the Depression and all of the Second World War.”


  For such a famous person, I’m impressed at how simple his grave marker is. Just his name and the dates. Just the facts. He still seems to have his admirers; dozens of tokens have been left at the foot of the grave — little Canadian flags, flowers (both plastic and real), a small potted tamarack adorned with embroidered white doves, artfully arranged stones and pine cones, and, strangely, a freshly-cut house key.


  “That’s the way to do it,” I tell Adeline, “live a life so big that all you need is your name on a slab, and generations later, people still remember you.”


  “Not for me,” Adeline says, “I want a house-sized mausoleum with arches and Greek columns and roses and vines and religious icons, stained glass windows and a tower with a bell, at least a dozen sculptures of horses and dragons and fairies and cherubs, and my name, Cassandra Silverstone, lit up in pink neon for all eternity!”


  “What about Adeline Brown?”


  “Oh, Adeline doesn’t care what you do with her body after she’s gone. Grind her up and use her to fertilize a vegetable garden for all she cares. ‘My,’ the guests will exclaim, ‘aren’t these tomatoes to die for!’ ”


  She laughs at her own joke and scampers away from King’s grave, through a grassy area bristling with tall, elaborate monuments. One of the stones is sculpted in relief with a portrait of a male angel playing an intricately carved harp.


  “No,” Adeline says. “My angel is a girl. Eight guesses left, Captain.”


  We cut back onto a path. Atop a large pedestal is a life-sized sculpture of an angel with wings spread fully open. Her granite robes appear as if they are being swept back by a strong wind, her sharp-featured face looks upward in an expression of triumph. Her right hand is raised high as if it may have once held a sword that the elements have since knocked from her grip.


  “Nope. My angel is softer, more demure.”


  We walk along a shaded path at the top of a steep ridge. Between two large monuments there is a small bronze sculpture of two little boys in bathing suits, with similar physique, size, and facial features: twin brothers. One brother is seated on the ground, washing his hair, while his brother stands behind him, pouring a pail over his head to rinse him. The simple oval plaque on the base of the sculpture reads “Why has God picked all of his beautiful flowers first?”


  Of course I can’t help thinking about Michael. I would be devastated if anything ever happened to him.


  Adeline has skipped ahead of me. She calls to me over her shoulder, “You’ve got seven guesses left, Captain.”


  “What about this one,” I ask, pointing to a statue of a baby girl with little wings in the centre of a flower garden.


  “Baby angels are called cherubs, Captain,” she says. “My angel is a young woman. Six guesses.”


  She leads me along another paved pathway, and we stop in front of the elaborate mausoleum of the famous Massey family. It looks like a miniature cathedral. On the roof, supported on an ornate platform, is a larger-than-life angel. Her right hand rests on her collarbone, her left atop a large anchor, the symbol of hope and faith. She is definitely more “demure” than my first guess.


  “No!” Adeline laughs. “She’s not even an angel! She’s just a regular woman — she doesn’t have any wings.”


  Oh. Right. Wings.


  “Come on, Adeline, you said you would give me some clues.”


  “Cassandra, if you please,” she says. “Okay, here’s the best clue you’re going to get: my angel won’t just jump out at you. She’s hidden, and you have to find her.”


  And then I see it, at the back of a well-populated plot, atop a tall, slender grey marble column: an angel with her wings folded behind her back, both arms crossed on her chest, a look of patient anticipation on her face. She may have once held onto something, but one hand is broken at the wrist. The top of one of her wings has also been fractured. She’s beautiful, but she’s damaged; somehow I think that this would appeal to Adeline.


  “You’re close this time,” she says. “My angel and this one could be sisters. But mine can still fly.” Then she segues into her Cassandra Silverstone persona, gesturing grandly and declaring, “and now, on to Millionaire’s Row! Will the good captain find his lady’s angel there? Only time will tell!”


  She leads me to a semicircular path at a secluded edge of the cemetery property, which is shaded by dense growths of ancient trees. Standing before the stone wall that separates the cemetery from the neighbourhood beyond are impressive monuments and private mausoleums, some of which are larger than the family homes on the other side of the wall.


  The first mausoleum is decorated with four solemn Greek columns. I peek through the open slats on its bronze door at a glowing stained glass window on the rear wall, which depicts a doe-eyed female angel, each feather in her wings dotted with the turquoise “eye” of a peacock feather. This angel seems a bit showy for Adeline’s taste, but it might suit the style of her alter ego, Cassandra Silverstone.


  She steps up beside me and peeks through the window. “Peacock feathers? Are you kidding me? My angel stands on her own two feet,” she says. “You were closer with the last one. Three guesses left, Captain Fluke.”


  At least now I know I’m looking for Adeline’s angel, not Cassandra’s.


  Each mausoleum along Millionaire’s Row is larger and more elaborately decorated than the one before it, until we reach the ultimate final resting place, the tomb of Timothy Eaton, founder and figurehead of the Eaton’s department store empire.


  Adeline points to the two family homes just over the wall behind the Eaton mausoleum, and says, “The families in those houses can brag to their friends that they live right next door to Timothy Eaton.”


  “Although he can’t brag to anyone, can he?”


  “Good one, Captain Fluke,” Adeline says. “Speaking of that, do you know what Timothy Eaton has in common with the anonymous beggar buried in Grave 69 in the cemetery back in Faireville?”


  “They’re both equally dead?”


  “You got it,” Adeline says. “Nobody lives forever.”


  We stand in front of Eaton’s mausoleum for a while, contemplating the bronze lions and nine steps to the huge bronze door and the twenty-eight Corinthian columns and life and death. I can feel time flowing past us, like the breeze that rustles the foliage of the trees overhead, and I remember the words of Virgil that my grandfather quoted when he gave Michael his pocket watch on our thirteenth birthday: Time meanwhile flies, never to return.


  As if she’s reading my thoughts, Adeline says, “I guess we’d better make use of the time we’ve got left, eh? You’ve got a mission to complete, Captain. And a reward to collect if you succeed. And the object of your quest is right beside you.”


  I look around for a female angel, a young woman, standing on her own two feet, holding onto nothing. Could Adeline be referring to herself? Is she her own angel?


  She reads my mind again, and rolls her eyes emphatically. “It’s not me!” she says. “You can’t be your own angel!” She grabs me by the shoulders and turns my body away from Eaton’s tomb. “She’s hidden,” Adeline says. “You have to find her. She’s right in front of your nose!”


  I scan the plots across from Millionaire’s Row, but all I see are lines of ordinary, rectangular gravestones; there isn’t a single angel anywhere. Then I realize that one of them is not just an ordinary stone but the platform for something else, something hidden under the drooping branches of a huge old tree. I walk over. Beside the trunk, which is grey and wrinkled like the leg of an elderly elephant, is Adeline’s Angel.


  Adeline ducks under the thick oval leaves and stands beside me, “I’d wandered through this place five or six times before I even noticed her,” she says. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”


  I can see why this sculpture appeals to Adeline. For one thing, the angel’s face bears more than a slight resemblance to her own — the round face and cheeks, the button nose, the large, thoughtful eyes, the perfectly-formed lips. Her hair flows freely over her shoulders — she’s perhaps the only angel in the cemetery whose hair isn’t tied back somehow. Her wings are relaxed against her back, and her arms are folded in an easy way. She gazes ahead, looking calm and hopeful.


  “No symbols in her hands,” Adeline says. “No swords, no anchors, no roses, no Bibles, no crosses. No encumbrances. Just a little star in her hair. I love that.”


  Then she switches to her Cassandra Silverstone persona. “Congratulations, Captain Fluke! You get a special prize for each guess you didn’t use!” She kisses me grandly on my left cheek. “Prize number one!” she exclaims. Then she kisses me again, just to the right of my lip cleft. She lingers there, like she’s waiting for something, then she gently sucks the edge of my bottom lip between hers. It’s warm and moist. My eyes close.


  “Prize number two,” she says as she pulls away. “Did that hurt you?”


  My throat is dry, but I manage to say, “No. It didn’t hurt.”


  “I always wondered if it would hurt you.”


  “No. The opposite.”


  She smiles and looks past me for a moment, almost a living reflection of her stone angel. Then she becomes Cassandra again, winks and says, “You would have loved what I would have given you for having three or more guesses left. But, most importantly, you have completed your mission! You have won the hand of the marvelous Cassandra Silverstone!”


  “I’d rather have Adeline Brown,” I tell her.


  “Nonsense!” she cries, “A hero like Captain Tobias Fluke would never settle for a small-town hick like Adeline Brown. He wants a fabulous woman of the world! Captain Fluke wants Cassandra Silverstone!”


  “But Philip Skyler wants Adeline Brown.”


  Before the angel’s benevolent gaze, Adeline slips her arms around me, her palms warm against my back. She nestles her face into the space between my shoulder and chest, and whispers, “My hero.”


  I feel taller and stronger as Adeline pulls away. She slips her hand into mine, and leads me along another path. Neither of us says anything for a long stretch of time. We just walk and breathe, looking at the trees and monuments, and listening to the breeze and the birds.
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  Eventually, the rushing sound of traffic rises against the quiet of the cemetery grounds. Soon there are broad marble markers of pink and red, with pagoda roofs and dragons and yin-yang symbols and vertical Chinese lettering. There are solemn, shining black stones with Greek and Eastern European surnames, affixed with round porcelain pictures. There are symbols of Catholic and Protestant churches, the occasional Star of David or statue of Buddha, and the crests of many clubs, guilds, military divisions and service organizations.


  “It gets a lot more diverse after the 1950s, doesn’t it?” Adeline says. “Too bad Faireville missed out on all that.”


  “I guess you won’t ever be moving back, eh?”


  “You guess right,” she says.


  The tombstones cast long shadows now. The sun is about to slip behind some tall buildings in the distance.


  As we walk along, I notice the limbs of a leafy young tree, hanging over a large block of black marble. It conceals whatever is on top, just as those old branches did with Adeline’s angel. As I wander off the path and around the tree to take a look, I see the tips of toes, then an outstretched leg.


  On the other side of the tree branches is an almost life-sized sculpture of a naked male and female, passionately embracing. They sit atop a blanket, legs pressed together, hips fused, chest against chest. The woman’s right hand is on the man’s back, her left hand nestled in that space between his shoulder and chest, the same spot where Adeline put her face against me earlier. Their eyes are closed, their lips slightly parted, their heads tossed back, their faces wearing expressions halfway between torment and elation.


  “Lovers,” Adeline says. She is standing beside me.


  “Lovers,” I confirm.


  “You should take a picture,” she says.


  I’ve been carrying her camera in the side pocket of my shorts, and it hasn’t once occurred to me to take pictures of any of the beautiful things we’ve seen so far.


  “Get a close-up shot of the man’s face,” Adeline says, “He’s gorgeous. He looks like the hero of a 1940s movie.”


  “Look, Adeline,” I say, pointing at the base of the monument. It is inscribed with their names and dates of birth, but the dates of their deaths haven’t been inscribed yet. “Do you know what that means?”


  “The lovers are still alive,” she says, a bit hazily.


  She leans against me.


  “Philip,” she says, “I’m feeling a bit dizzy again. I think I’d better eat something soon.”


  “Point the way out, and I’ll take you there.”


  “My legs feel weak.”


  “I won’t let you fall again.”


  We walk through the cemetery gate and onto the sidewalk of Bayview Avenue, into the noise and motion of traffic rushing past. My arm is around Adeline’s waist, and her cheek is against my shoulder. The lovers are still alive.


  


  Night Lights


  In Adeline’s glassy-eyed, calorie-deprived state, it was difficult to get her to decide on a place to eat. The first restaurant along Bayview Avenue was a sports bar called McSorley’s, with a patio full of noisy, happy people drinking draft beer and eating wings and ribs. The smell from the kitchen made my mouth water, but a dazed Adeline insisted, “No no no! I didn’t invite you to the world’s most multicultural city so we could eat barbecue!” Her verdict was the same for the sandwich shop and the pizza place we walked past. She showed some interest in an Indian restaurant called Kama Sutra, but it wouldn’t open for dinner for another hour, and I was afraid she’d be in a coma by then.


  Finally, we are sitting in a Pan-Asian restaurant called Riz, its interior walls covered in cool backlit rectangles. It couldn’t be more hip. We’ve devoured our appetizers of crispy spring rolls and chicken satays in peanut sauce, and Adeline is beginning to look less like a cadaver.


  “Mmmmmmmmm,” she moans ecstatically, “You can’t get food like this in Faireville.”


  She’s right. In Faireville, the only “cultural” eatery is The Lucky Jade, a “Chinese” place run by a Bill and Edna Martin, two Old Wellers who were definitely not born in China or anywhere else in Asia. They serve what most small-town North Americans think of as Chinese food: oily pork-fried rice, salty chow mein, sweet and sour chicken balls made mostly from deep-fried dough. Their “House Specialty” is called “Bangcock chicken” — fresh-from-the-freezer chicken strips drowned in sugary barbecue sauce. If either Bill or Edna Martin ever looked up Bangkok on a map, they would be amazed to discover that it is in Thailand, not China.


  “In Toronto, you can get any kind of food you want, from anywhere in the world,” Adeline raves. “This place sure beats Big Buddy’s, eh?”


  Big Buddy’s is a pizza joint in Faireville that smells like a sweaty armpit. Few people ever eat there, and the local rumour is that it exists only as a money-laundering front for some drug dealers from Gasberg.


  “Living here has opened my eyes, Philip,” she says. “I want to travel everywhere. I want to see the world — Europe, Asia, Africa, South America, Australia, everywhere!”


  “What about Antarctica?” I joke. “Can you get Antarctic cuisine in Toronto?”


  She refuses to laugh. “What are you going to order for your main dish?”


  “Maybe some pork-fried rice and some sweet-and-sour chicken balls,” I say.


  Adeline gives me a disdainful look.


  “Kidding!” I tell her. “Just kidding!”


  I look at the menu. Every dish has some ingredient in it that I’ve never heard of before — bok choy, hoisin, gailan, ponzu, galangal. It’s exciting and confusing at the same time. Kind of like falling in love.


  “Why don’t you order something for me,” I suggest. “You’re the city girl.”


  “How do you know I won’t order you something terrible?”


  “I trust you.”


  My trust is justly rewarded; my mouth tingles from all the spicy new flavors.


  I pay for our dinner using the two “investment” fifty-dollar bills I’ve got left after buying my train ticket. Adeline hails a taxi, and we head back downtown, zipping alongside the restaurants and shops on Bayview, past Mount Pleasant Cemetery, along a twisting four-lane road the taxi driver calls The Extension. “Hey, Philip,” Adeline says, pointing out through the windshield, “That’s the Bloor Viaduct.”


  The enormous bridge fills the sky with its massive beige concrete pillars and contrasting riveted black metal support arches like face-down crescent moons. The cars that run over its platform look like specks on the structure, as does the subway train that crosses below on the suspended rails. It is both beautiful and intimidating.


  “The fence along the top is to prevent people from jumping off to commit suicide. It’s called the ‘Luminous Veil.’”


  All day, her tongue and lips have caressed the names of Toronto’s places and landmarks: The Bloor Viaduct. The Luminous Veil. Yonge Street. Union Station. St. Clair. Sneaky Dee’s. Mount Pleasant. Gumby Goes to Heaven. She knows the city’s shapes, its quirks, its stories. She’s in love.


  “I like it here,” I tell her.


  “Tonight’s adventure is just beginning,” she says.
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  Now Adeline is in her bedroom, changing into her “club clothes.” Since abandoning her Tabernacle uniform, she seems to relish the privilege of wearing several outfits in a day.


  In the wall of windows in the living room of the condo my own reflection blends with the city skyline outside. Headlights and taillights flow past along the Gardiner Expressway. The CN Tower and the Skydome are lit with red and violet, and beyond them the office and apartment buildings are sparkling walls of pinpoint lights. What a view.


  In Faireville, everything is dark and quiet by 9 PM. Shops are closed and blinds are drawn.


  “OH MY GOD!” Adeline shrieks from her bedroom. “OH MY GOD!”


  It’s the kind of scream that makes a man’s adrenaline surge. I run into her room, ready to do battle with the unidentified source of her terror.


  She is standing there in her bra and a pair of dark jeans, cradling her face in her hands. Her jeans are unbuttoned at the fly.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask, scanning the room like a military scout.


  “I can’t get my jeans done up!” she wails.


  That’s it? That’s the horrific problem that warranted the hair-raising scream? My heart is pounding dramatically. My fists are still clenched.


  She points to her stomach, which is slightly rounded out, an effect that is greatly exaggerated by the hard white light cast by the spotlights around the mirror.


  “Maybe you just need to go to the bathroom,” I suggest.


  “I’m not two years old,” she says.


  “Maybe something you had for dinner made your stomach swell.”


  “No! That’s not it. I eat Asian food all the time. Asian girls are thin!” She paces back and forth in front of her mirror, then faces me with her fists punched against her hips. “This is your fault, you know.”


  “What?”


  “It’s all that bread you made me eat at lunch! And that Danish! On the Barbie scale, that puts me off the chart for my daily starch intake!”


  “Adeline, you were passing out!”


  “I’d rather pass out than have my gut hanging over the front of my pants.”


  “You look fine! There’s nothing wrong with your . . . ”


  “I look like a friggin’ walrus, Philip!” Tears begin running down her cheeks. “I’m disgusting.”


  “Just put on another pair of jeans,” I suggest.


  “No,” she says frostily. “I worked too hard to fit into these.” She sits dejectedly on the corner of her bed, with the fly of her fashion jeans still open.


  “Adeline, it’s not a big deal. Just put on some different pants, and let’s get going.”


  “It is a big deal!” she shouts, “And I’m not going anywhere. I’m not standing in front of Robert Raycroft looking like a sumo wrestler.” She throws herself face-down on top of her bed. “I’m gross. I’m disgusting.”


  I sit down on the bed beside her.


  “Adeline, you look great,” I say, meaning it completely. “You look fantastic. You make my heart race, you . . . ”


  “Don’t lie to me!” she says coldly, rolling over on the bed with her back to me. “I’m fat and bloated and I’m not going to Sneaky Dee’s looking like this. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “But, Adeline . . . ”


  “I’m not going.”


  She pushes her face into her pillow to mute the sound of her crying. I reach over to touch her.


  “Go away,” she says. “I just want to hide now.”


  “But Adeline . . . ”


  “Go away.” She reaches back and pulls the pink comforter over herself.


  I’m not sure what else to do. Maybe Dennis will be able to help me; he seems to be doing pretty well with women these days.


  Directly outside the entrance to Adeline’s building I see a huge billboard advertising frozen microwave dinners. Lit up with bright white spotlights is an airbrushed Praying Mantis model, who says, “Don’t settle for nice. Be AWESOME!” She might as well be one of the Little Colour Girls, chanting “Fat-a-line Brown! Fat-a-line Brown!”
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  As I swing open the door to Dennis’ apartment, it strikes something. A digital video camera, mounted on a tall tripod, falls over and clatters on the floor. From the couch in the living room, Dennis and his female guest look over their shoulders, first at the fallen camera, then at me.


  “Philip!” Dennis cries out, “What the hell are you doing here!”


  “Who’s that?” the woman asks.


  “It’s my little brother,” Dennis says.


  “It’s extra for a threesome,” the woman says.


  It takes me a moment to absorb the scene. Mounted on stands in the corners opposite the sofa are two white umbrella-like things, with a bright white light in the centre of each. Between the two light umbrellas there is second video camera setup, like the one I just knocked over. A third camera is mounted on the ceiling over the couch.


  All these cameras and lights are aimed at Dennis and his female guest, who grips the back of the sofa, her knees wide apart on the seat cushions, her back arched, and her butt angled upward. Dennis stands behind her with his knees bent, his groin pressed firmly against her behind. Both Dennis and the woman are naked, except for their socks; hers are thigh-high black nylons, his are white tube socks with blue and red stripes. Their sweaty skin glistens in the glare of the camera lights.


  “Well?” the woman asks.


  “Let’s just finish this scene,” he says. “I can edit this part out later. Philip, go wait in the kitchen or something, okay?”


  I am more than happy to oblige; witnessing just a few seconds of Dennis in the middle of a sex act will provide enough raw material for a month’s worth of nightmares. I stand in the tiny apartment kitchen, staring at the pile of dirty dishes decaying in the sink, listening to the woman mechanically recite, “Yeah baby, yeah baby, yeah baby.” When she finally stops, Dennis ambles into the kitchen with his semi-erect penis wagging from side to side.


  “I thought I told you to knock first,” he says.


  “I wish I had.”


  He opens the refrigerator, bends over to root around inside.


  “Dennis,” I say, “could you please put on some pants?”


  “Aw, come on, sport,” Dennis says, pulling a beer from the cluttered interior of the fridge. He straightens, then snaps the condom off from the end of his wang, tossing it in the sink with the putrefying dishes. “You come equipped with the same love-rocket as me, don’t you?”


  Actually, it looks like Michael and I scored higher on that particular roll of the genetic roulette wheel. I’ve never been into bragging about my equipment or swinging it around, though, so I ignore his question and say, “Just put some pants on, okay?”


  “Fine,” he says, shrugging. “Didn’t know you were such a prude. Just let me go pay Desiree . . . unless you want to have a turn with her before she goes.”


  “No thanks.”


  “You’re still a virgin, aren’t you? She’s still got another fifteen minutes on the clock. Oughta be enough time for . . . ”


  “Not interested. Really.”


  “You do like girls, right?”


  I just scowl at him, which, with my facial configuration, is not pretty. “She’s not the lawyer you told me about earlier, is she?”


  “Yeah, right! I didn’t make it past lunch with that one. She slapped me so hard I saw stars and little birdies.”


  Desiree walks into the small kitchen, with her mess of purplish-red hair now tied back. She’s wearing a leather miniskirt and red high-heels, but she’s still naked from the waist up. Mathematically spherical breast implants protrude from her bony frame, and her nipples are flattened and stretched into ovals. Her naked torso is about as sexually stimulating as a pair of streetlight globes on a post.


  “Wanna do up my bustier, honey?” she says. Strangely, she’s got a soft, maternal voice like an old Kindergarten teacher. She places the lacey lingerie over her chest, and turns around.


  Dennis clanks his beer bottle down and fastens the buckles on the back of her bustier.


  “Thanks, honey,” she coos. “You got my money, baby?”


  “Brown envelope on the side table,” Dennis says, “same as last time.”


  Desiree clip-clops out of the kitchen to retrieve her earnings, and Dennis swaggers out behind her, scratching his bare behind and whistling the theme from The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly. She peeks into the kitchen and blows me a kiss, then leaves the apartment with her brown envelope full of cash.


  Still reeling from what I’ve just witnessed, I sit cross-legged on the living room floor; I don’t want to risk transferring any of Dennis and Desiree’s passionate emissions onto my shorts by sitting on the couch.


  Dennis emerges from his bedroom, clothed in a ratty old pair of gym shorts and a T-shirt with the slogan I saw on the handbill earlier today: Your Hometown Hardcore Hero — www.hornydennis.com. He switches off the umbrella lights, plucks each camera from its mount, and connects them to his supercomputer.


  “Come over here, Philip,” he says, “and observe the magic of digital movie production.”


  I get up from the floor and stand behind his chair.


  “So, I gather the raw footage from three different angles, right? Then I use this video editing software to break the footage into scenes. Twenty minutes from each camera cut together makes an hour-long movie. Thanks to the magic of digital editing, I last three times longer than the average guy! Then I upload it to my website, and lonely, horny guys all over the city send me money for the privilege of pulling their carrots while they pretend they’re me. Sweet, eh?”


  “You couldn’t think of a more legitimate business to get into?”


  “It’s totally legitimate,” Dennis says. “I provide for a human need. Every guy needs to clear the snorkel once in a while, and I provide the means. I lure ‘em in with a couple of free thirty-second clips, then I charge ‘em $19.95 a month for access to the site, or $49.95 for the entire year. Plus, I throw in a Horny Dennis T-shirt absolutely free! Then I automatically renew their subscriptions, so it’s a perpetual profit-generating machine.”


  “Are you allowed to do that?”


  “There’s an auto-renewal clause in the fine print,” Dennis says, “which no guy who’s in the middle of spanking his sausage will ever pause to read. They just click the ‘I Agree’ button to keep the video running, and I’ve got ‘em.”


  “Can’t they just call their credit card company and cancel the payments?”


  “No guy is ever going to file a complaint! You think your average loser wants his wife or girlfriend — or more likely his mother — finding out he’s been paying good money to wax his flagpole to internet porn? They’d rather keep shelling out the fifty bucks a year than risk getting caught.”


  “Why do they pay for it at all?” I wonder. “Isn’t there tons of free pornography all over the internet?”


  “Ahh, Grasshopper,” Dennis wheezes, “there is tons of free stuff out there. That’s why you’ve got to find your own special little niche market. And that’s what I’ve done.” With a few mouse-button clicks, Dennis saves the hastily edited footage of his work from this evening and opens his web browser to www.hornydennis.com. “Whaddya think, bro?” he says proudly. “I designed it myself.”


  I have to admit that his website is as slick-looking as any I’ve seen. There is the now-familiar website logo and slogan, as well as a flashing banner that reads “Watch Horny Dennis nail a new sweetie EVERY WEEK!”


  “Every week?” I wonder. “How do you manage to find a new girl to, um, film every week?”


  “Well, the most profitable way is to meet a girl at a bar or something, and convince her to do it for free,” he says. “I always make sure she signs the disclaimer forms before we start. When I come up empty-handed, I just hire a hooker instead. It cuts into the profits a bit, but I’ve got a responsibility to my investors!”


  I laugh. Dennis is funny sometimes.


  “Besides,” he says, “you’ve heard the expression, Why buy the cow when you’re getting’ the milk for free? right? Well, I’m taking it one step farther: Why just drink the milk when other thirsty losers will pay to watch you drinking it? Hey, I just invented my own quote! Wouldn’t Captain Quote be proud?”


  “Yes, I’m sure our grandfather would be tickled pink to know that his eldest grandson is making his fortune as an internet porn star.”


  “I prefer to think of myself as a multimedia entrepreneur,” Dennis says. “But don’t kid yourself, bro — Grandpa knows the value of a dollar as much as anyone does. Regardless of how it was earned.”


  Dennis logs in with his password, clicks a few times, and a video opens with a close-up of his own face.


  “So, tonight I was hangin’ out at this little basement bar on John Street, when I met this cute little babe named Tammy,” Video Dennis says, in a strange tone of voice that is half Hallmark Hall of Fame Narrator and half gangsta rapper. “I wasn’t even lookin’ for it tonight, I just wanted to chill out and have a few beers, know what I’m sayin’? But this hot little chick Tammy just wouldn’t take no for an answer, and, as you boys know, Horny Dennis is more than happy to satisfy a woman’s needs!”


  “There’s always gotta be a story,” Real-Live Dennis says to me, “part of what they pay for is the story. They want to believe that something like this could happen to them the next time they go into a bar alone. They project themselves onto me for a few minutes, they madly pound their flounders, and then they walk away feeling temporarily satisfied. And I walk away with their credit card numbers.”


  They project themselves onto me. My grandfather said almost the same thing last week when he was talking about his career in municipal politics.


  The video cuts to a scene similar to the one I witnessed live: my older brother coupled with the so-called Tammy in various positions I’ve seen in The New Illustrated Art of Sex. Tammy calls out, “Yeah, baby, yeah baby, yeah baby,” just like Desiree did, like she’s reciting the words from a teleprompter.


  “Other guys get off to this?” I ask.


  “Ah, don’t act so shocked. Don’t tell me that you’ve never pulled the goalie, that you’ve never gone Hand Solo on Darth Vader’s helmet. Don’t tell me that you’ve never unloaded the love gun, that you’ve never helped put Mr. Kleenex’s kids through college.”


  He’s right. I cannot honestly say any of those things. Nevertheless, I couldn’t “pull the goalie” right now if my life depended on it; my penis has shriveled against my body like a frightened turtle. I feel like I need a hot, soapy shower, a handful of sedatives, and a dozen psychotherapy sessions.


  “I do my advertising exclusively around Toronto,” he says, like he’s trying to sell me a used car, “and I make vague references in my videos to places around the city. Then, local guys watch me, this average-looking guy, with an average-looking body and an average-looking apartment, have sex with a different babe every week.”


  He closes the web browser, and spins around in his desk chair to face me.


  “And that’s why they’re willing to pay for my site, even when there’s so much free stuff all over the net. They watch me having the life they fantasize about, right here in their own backyard, and they believe that they could do it too. So, Philip,” Dennis proclaims triumphantly, “I’m not selling porn. I’m selling hope.” He gets up from his chair and stretches. “I’m gonna have a shower now. I smell like Desiree.” He turns and wanders toward the bathroom and says, “If you want to familiarize yourself further with my work, my password for the website is ‘silverdollar1983,’ no spaces.”


  I think I’ve seen enough of Dennis’ work for one night, though, so I log into my email account instead. There is a new message from Adeline.


  Philip,

  I’m really sorry about tonight. It wasn’t quite the evening I’d had in mind for us. I wanted to call you, but your brother’s phone number isn’t listed. I hope you get this email. If you do, why don’t you meet me outside your brother’s building at midnight. I owe you an explanation for the way I acted earlier, and I think I know a way to make it up to you — see the attached photos for a hint.

  Love,

  Adeline


  PS — The beautiful man is what your soul looks like to me.


  I open the first attachment. It’s the photo I took of Adeline on the patio of the Hot House Café, her back arched against the back of her chair, her legs crossed at the knee, her eyes averted. If only she knew how gorgeous she is.


  The second picture is of the bronze lovers from the cemetery; intertwined, eyes closed, lips slightly parted. The impassioned expressions on the sculptures contrast dramatically with the empty poses of the women on Dennis’ website.


  The third photo is the close-up of the male figure’s face, lit softly by the diffused sunlight from earlier this afternoon. “The beautiful man is what your soul looks like to me.”


  The clock at the bottom right corner of the computer screen reads 12:08 AM. I jump up from the desk and run through the apartment door to the elevator, where I frantically jam my thumb against the down button. The elevator finally reaches the ground floor, the doors slide open, and across the foyer I see Adeline. She’s outside, sitting on the steps in front of the building


  I sit down beside her.


  Dennis has got a pretty good view from his apartment window, but the scenery around the entrance to his building is pretty grim: garbage dumpsters, cracked tarmac, the backsides of other buildings. A sandwich wrapper and an empty paper coffee cup spiral on the blacktop in a whirl of breeze. A car alarm bleats in a nearby parking lot.


  “Philip, I just want to . . . ”


  “Forget about it, Adeline. It’s okay.”


  One of the two overhead lights is burned out, so that everything casts a strange, sideways shadow. Everything is half light and half dark, including Adeline and me.


  “My period started just after you left,” she says. “My emotions always get knocked off-kilter when it comes.”


  “It’s okay, Adeline.”


  “You should see how crazy my mother gets when hers comes,” Adeline says.


  I contemplate for a moment how her mother’s craziness could possibly increase.


  “Listen,” she says, “do you want to come back next weekend, maybe pick up where we left off? We could see where Robert Raycroft is playing.”


  “Sure,” I say, “although I’m not sure I want to stay with Dennis again.”


  “You could stay with me. Dad’s leaving on a business trip Thursday night. He’ll be gone for a week, and I’ll be all by myself.”


  “Our last hockey game before the playoffs is on Friday. I probably shouldn’t miss it.”


  “Oh,” she says, “that’s too bad.” She turns away, and her face disappears into its shadow.


  “I’ll come on Saturday, though,” I say.


  She turns back to me, and her face brightens again. “Okay. Good. Okay. I’ll see you Saturday, then.” She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Now I’d better get home. I didn’t tell Dad I was going out.”


  


  Lightning and Flames


  This is the last game of the regular season for the Faireville Blue Flames Triple-A Junior Hockey Club. We are about to play the Clementville Lightning, a team that we destroyed twelve to one in our previous contest. Statistically speaking, this is a meaningless game. Even if the universe turns inside-out and the Lightning beat us, the outcome will be the same: we will advance to the playoffs in first place, and the seventh-place Clementville Lightning will have played their final game of the season.


  Nevertheless, it’s the biggest hockey crowd of the year at Faireville Memorial Arena. At most games we get about a dozen spectators, a handful of players’ bored girlfriends and a few hockey moms and dads, who holler helpful advice at their sons from the sidelines, like “Skate! Skate!” and “Finish ‘em!” Today, though, the arena is filled to capacity. People sit shoulder-to-shoulder on the wooden bench seats on either side of the rink, and those crushed in behind the boards where the Zamboni comes on and off the ice are tapping on the glass and taunting the Clementville goalie.


  Usually, the agitators from the Tabernacle of God’s Will would be assembled at the arena entrance, chanting and waving Music, Movies and Sports — The DEVIL’S DISTRACTIONS! signs, but today for some reason they’ve decided to allow Faireville’s hockey fans to enter the arena unimpeded.


  There is a red carpet rolled out at centre ice, and all the players line up, the Lightning in their Black and Silver jerseys on one side, us in our Blue and Whites on the other. The Tragically Hip’s “Fifty Mission Cap” blasts through the arena’s tinny loudspeakers, and a group of girls with faces painted blue and white cheer, “Faireville! Faireville!”


  Clarence Brush, the mayor of Faireville, strolls out onto the long strip of red rug, holding a wireless microphone and sticking his chin out like he’s about to deliver a victory speech. The music stops and there is a smattering of applause.


  “Good afternoon, everyone!” Mayor Brush’s voice echoes against the concrete-block walls. “Today is a special day for the Blue Flames, Faireville’s hockey team!”


  People cheer and whistle on cue. The mayor’s microphone hums with feedback.


  “Today, one of the fine young men from this team will be awarded the Plympwright County Hockey League Trophy for Most Goals Scored in the 2005-2006 regular season!”


  More cheering.


  “As the mayor of Faireville, I will personally hand the trophy to that young man and shake his hand. So . . . ” he flourishes his hand dramatically, “may the best man win, and let the game begin!”


  There is much cheering, whistling and foot-stomping. The crooked grin on Mr. Brush’s face makes his slim little moustache shift to one side, like a fuzzy caterpillar crawling from his lip to his cheek. He seems to think that the cheering is for him. Some of the noise is, in fact, for his son Grant, who is behind by only one goal for the scoring title. Some of Grant’s weekend drinking buddies are shouting “Grant! Grant! Grant!”


  The majority of the female voices in the arena are screaming for my brother Michael, who is only a goal behind Grant Brush. Caitlin Black sits in the bleachers at centre ice with Lara Lavender and Carrie Green, holding a banner made from a white bed sheet and blue spray paint that reads “MICHAEL SKYLER IS #1!!!!!!!!”


  This is not technically true. Although practically everyone in Faireville Memorial Arena is cheering for either Michael or Grant, in reality, I am Number One. I’m ahead of Grant by a goal, and ahead of Michael by two. I’m not going to let either of them beat me without a fight.


  Of the two hundred or so people in the place, no more than five are rooting for me: my cafeteria buddies Anthony, Caleb, and Cecil, and maybe my mother and my grandfather. Mom won’t cheer out loud for me, though, for fear of making Michael feel bad, and my grandfather sits with his arms folded and his lips pursed tightly, not wishing to add to the applause that Mayor Brush thinks belongs to him.


  I had so badly wanted my father to be here to see me beat Michael, his genetically perfect creation, for the scoring title. But, of course, he is not here. He’s locked away in his basement laboratory, scientific responsibilities once again trumping fatherhood. I’ll show him the trophy tonight, even if I have to kick down the steel door and force him to look at it.


  Mayor Brush waves, switches off the microphone, and says to the referee, “Now let’s have a fair game here, eh!”


  “Yes, sir, Mister Mayor!” the referee says. Mr. Brush gives him the thumbs-up sign, then saunters along the red carpet to his first row seat. When the mayor’s back is turned, the ref looks at the linesman and rolls his eyes. As the Zamboni guy rolls up the red carpet, the Lightning players skate to their bench, and our team does the same.


  Coach Packer paces back and forth. “Passmore and Blunt on defense,” he says, in a voice loud enough for the surrounding crowd to hear. “Line One-A starts the game — Graham, Grant, Michael, you’re on. Keep the shifts short, and give ‘em something to cheer about, boys.”


  This is Mr. Packer’s moment in the sun, too. He’s never been married, never even had a steady girlfriend. He lives in his deceased mother’s home. This is what he lives for. This will be the year he finally coaches his team to the regional championship. This is the reason his life matters.


  The five starting players glide out for the opening face-off, and I glance up at my grandfather, who sits in the top row of the bleachers with my mother. He catches my eye and gives me a nod. My savvy grandfather suspected that Clarence Brush would use today’s hockey game as an opportunity to score some pre-election goals of his own with Faireville’s voters. If Grant wins the scoring trophy, as Mayor Brush expects him to, Brush will use the moment to announce that he’s running for re-election.


  But my grandfather and I have a plan to steal Mr. Brush’s thunder: I will win the scoring trophy, and when Mayor Brush hands the trophy over to me, I will announce to everyone in the arena that I’m dedicating my performance to my grandfather, Vernon Skyler, who taught me everything I ever needed to know about playing to win, and who is going to run once again for the office of mayor of Faireville. My grandfather has helped me practice my speech. I’m ready.


  The puck drops, and Michael easily wins the face-off. Brian Passmore sends the puck right back to Michael, who maneuvers around a Lightning defenseman and fires at the net. Clementville’s goalie seems sharper than last time we played them, and stacks his pads to block Michael’s shot. Grants Brush wheels in to pick up the rebound, and lobs the puck over the fallen goalie.


  The arena roars with screaming and stomping. Grant’s buddies in the crowd holler “Grant! Grant! Grant!” Less than a minute into the game, Grant Brush has scored the first goal. The notorious Grunt is now tied with me for the league scoring title. He looks over at the bench and blows me a kiss.


  That’s right, Grunt, get the gloating out of your system, because that’s as close as you’re going to get to the prize. I’m about to leap over the boards for my first shift of the game, when Coach Packer grabs me by the shoulder and gestures at Michael, Grant and Graham to stay on the ice.


  “What?” I protest.


  “Individual awards are nice and everything,” Packer says, “but this is a team sport, boys. Remember that.”


  “What about ‘short shifts,’ coach?” my line mate Billy protests.


  “Their shift was a little too short,” Coach Packer says. “You guys’ll get your chance in another minute.”


  The early goal charges up the Clementville Lightning, and they fight back hard. For the next two minutes, there is no opportunity for a shift change. The puck goes up and down the ice a half dozen times before Michael manages to get open in the slot. He slaps his stick on the ice to signal Graham Brush, who ignores him and chips the puck to his brother Grant. The Clementville goalie reads this play easily, and comes way out of the net to take away Grant’s shot. Grant could pass the puck over to Michael, who is in the clear on the open side of the net, but instead he wrists the puck right at the goalie and gets lucky. His weak shot trickles between goalie’s pads.


  Mayor Brush jumps to his feet and pumps his fist in the air; his son is now in the lead for the League Scoring Trophy. Grant’s buddies chant, “Grant! Grant! Grant!” with a lot of other voices joining in this time. Grant raises his stick in the air and skates a circle around the Lightning goalie, which is his routine whenever he scores. “Got a hole in those pads, buddy?” Grant says. Agitating the opposing goaltender is part of Grant’s post-scoring ritual.


  Toby, Billy and I are about to jump onto the ice, when Packer says, “Give ‘em another minute, boys. Line One-A is hot.”


  “They’re gonna be tired,” Toby says.


  “They’ll be fine,” Packer says, without looking at any of us. “They got a rest in between whistles.”


  For the remainder of the first period, the forward line of Michael, Grant and Graham plays twelve minutes. My line, One-B, plays four, and the third line gets just two thirty-second shifts. Coach Packer is stacking the deck in favour of Grant and Michael; I can’t score if I’m not on the ice. This is not his usual style. You don’t win hockey games by playing one line to death. I wonder what Mayor Brush, Mr. Packer’s former boss at Faireville Elementary, is holding over his head.


  The horn blows, ending the first period. Grant Brush is ahead of me by one goal for the league scoring title.
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  It’s nineteen minutes into the second period now, and I’ve been on the ice for just three shifts of less than a minute each. Three lousy minutes. And it isn’t just that Mr. Packer is coaching against me, my own teammates are playing against me. Of our defensemen, Michael’s buddy Brian has been passing pretty much exclusively to him, while Turner Thrift and Trevor Blunt have been consistently delivering the puck to one of the two Brush brothers. The only two guys who haven’t been playing favorites are my line mates Billy and Toby, who I suppose will get to share the glory if I win the scoring trophy at the end of the game. But that result seems less and less likely as Michael and the Brush brothers continue to get four times as much ice time as Billy and Toby and me.


  The score is still two-nothing. The Clementville Lightning are playing a tough defensive game against us, maybe their best game of the season. They refuse to just roll over and die. I, for one, understand.


  The play moves back into the Lightning zone. Michael once again out-maneuvers the Lightning defensemen and is unchecked in the slot, but, rather than pass the puck to him, Graham Brush risks a long cross-ice pass to his brother, who is wheeling in on the left wing. Clementville’s fastest forward hustles in from the neutral zone, intercepts the pass, turns and blows past Grant toward our goalie. Grant chases after the Lightning player and slams him into the boards in front of our bench with a nasty but legal body check. The whistle blows, and the guy wobbles on his skates as he gets up off the ice.


  “When they give me the scoring trophy,” Grant mumbles as he skates past the Lightning player, “they should give you the pussy award, ya fag.”


  The Lightning player swipes at the back of Grant’s helmet with his gloved right hand, and Grant embellishes the tap by pitching his head forward and sprawling on the ice. The referee blows the whistle — a two-minute penalty to the Lightning player for roughing. As the Lightning player skates to the penalty box, Grant taunts, “Suck-AAAAAHHHH!”


  “Power Play Unit Number One on the ice!” Coach Packer hollers theatrically. Our top power play squad normally consists of our top four scorers — Michael, Grant, Graham, and me, along with one of our defensemen, usually Brian Passmore. Before Packer has a chance to reconsider this arrangement, I jump onto the ice.


  Michael wins the face-off in the Lightning zone, and chips the puck to me. Graham, Grant and Michael immediately form a passing box around the goal. Michael is open again, and he shouts for the pass, but I surprise our opponents and my own teammates when I rush straight at the net. I snap a high shot into the corner, but the Lighting goalie’s blocker flashes in front it. Robbed! The puck bounces to my left, and I backhand it toward the net again, which the goalie kicks away. I feel the puck against the curve of my stick blade for the third time. Half the net is open now. I aim. My stick shaft flexes.


  My skates are hauled out from under me and I hit the ice, sliding on my chest. I look back to see Graham Brush pulling his stick away. He has tripped me to keep me from tying his brother for the scoring title. Then I look toward the goal; the puck floats there in front of the net. I slash at it one-handed with my stick. It flips end-over-end, over the goaltender, against the twine.


  The whistle blows. Goal!


  I am even with Grant Brush once again.


  The ref blows the whistle, gestures at a nearby Lightning player, who he gives a two-minute penalty for tripping. The guy shakes his head and skates to the box.


  The Lightning goalie is enraged. He saw Graham, my own teammate, trip me. When Graham skates past him and says, “Hey, man, stellar moves! No wonder you pussies aren’t in the playoffs,” the furious goaltender chops at Graham’s shin pad with his stick. The whistle blows, and the referee calls him for unsportsmanlike conduct. Another dejected Lightning player skates to the penalty box.


  I look up at the scoreboard. 19:32. Twenty-eight seconds left in the second period, and we’re playing with a five-on-three advantage. Twenty-eight seconds for me to take the lead again.


  Michael takes the face-off again. The puck hits the ice, and Michael passes it right onto the blade of my stick. One Lightning player skates after me, the second rushes to the blue line after our defenseman, and the third covers Grant. A stupid play by the flustered Lightning — they’ve left Michael and Graham wide open in front of the net. I wind up to pass the puck to Michael, but my peripheral vision detects a slight crack between the goalie’s pad and the goalpost, so I redirect and take the shot myself.


  The shot rings off the post and careens out into the neutral zone. Michael and a Lightning player race after the puck, but the buzzer sounds, and the second period is over.


  Faireville Memorial Arena rings with cheering as we file off the ice toward the dressing room. Michael grabs me by the shoulder. “Come with me, Philip,” he says, his eyes burning with anger. “We need to talk.”


  I follow him into the empty nurse’s room between the two dressing rooms. He closes the door behind us.


  “What the hell is the matter with you?” he shouts, gesturing wildly with his gloved hands. “Twice I was wide open, and twice you took a crappy shot instead of passing to me for a sure goal. Why? Would you rather have Grant win the scoring title than one of us?”


  “Grant’s a dick,” I reply.


  “But you’d rather have him win it than me, wouldn’t you?” Michael says. “Why, Philip? You’ve had this chip on your shoulder all season. What are you trying to prove?”


  “There isn’t anything to prove, is there, Michael? You already know that you were designed to be better than me, don’t you?”


  The volume of his voice drops. “What?”


  “Come on. You know. You were designed to be the perfect offspring, and I’m just the waste material.”


  “What the . . . ?”


  “Aw, don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about, Mister Nice Guy. You and I were a genetic engineering experiment. Our father designed you to be perfect, and me to be the waste material. And you know it.”


  “Are you kidding me?” Michael yells.


  “Dennis told me everything, Michael.”


  Michael shakes his head and closes his eyes. When he opens them again, the fire is gone. “Philip,” he sighs, “he told me the same thing about you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He told me the same thing about you,” he repeats. “Dennis told me that you were genetically engineered by Dad to be smarter and stronger than me and him, and that your facial deformity was an unexpected consequence of your genetic modifications. Dennis said that they schooled you at home to make sure you got a superior education, not just cookie-cutter public school learning. He said that your genetic engineering was why you got so good at everything so fast — school, hockey, everything.”


  “I don’t believe it,” I say, as much to myself as to Michael, “Why would he play us against each other like that?”


  “He didn’t play us against each other, Philip. He played you against me. You actually believed him. I never believe anything Dennis says.”


  I don’t know what to say.


  “Look, Philip,” Michael says, “Forget about it for now. There’s something else at stake here.” He lowers his voice to a whisper. “Our grandfather wants to run for mayor again, and he doesn’t want Brush to have the opportunity to showboat if Grant wins the scoring trophy today.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “He explained it to me a few nights ago. I’ve been going over to his house every once in a while for drinks and cigars.”


  “Oh,” I say. “Okay.” I feel so stupid. I thought that this was something special that my grandfather did with me.


  “Listen, Philip, we’re starting the next period with a power play, and we’ll be on the ice together almost the whole time. The only person Graham is going to pass to out there is Grant. You and I can play the same game. If you’re open, I’ll pass to you. And I want you to do the same thing.”


  “Okay, Michael.”


  “Grant Brush can’t win the scoring trophy today. It has to be one of us. You only need a goal to beat him. I need four now, but I’m feeling lucky today. Really lucky. But I don’t care if it’s you or me who wins, as long as it’s one of us.”


  He slaps me on the shoulder, and says, “Remember back in grade eight, that gym class when you and I scored ten goals together?”


  “I remember.”


  “Let’s win that trophy. For our grandfather.”
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  Only a few seconds have passed, but it seems like I’ve been hovering here forever in the slot with the puck on my stick. The goalie hesitates; he expects me to shoot, like I’ve done every other time. I hold onto the puck, dribbling it back and forth from forehand to backhand. Finally he lunges from his crease to poke-check the puck away, and I backhand it over to Michael, who blasts it decisively against the back of the net. The people in the crowd, especially the girls, go wild. Caitlin, Carrie and Lara jump up and down, screaming orgasmically and waving their “MICHAEL SKYLER IS #1!!!!!!!!” bed sheet.


  Mayor Brush glares at Coach Packer from across the rink.


  Packer calls us in to the bench. I’m expecting him to sit me again and put the forward line of Michael and the Brush brothers back out, but instead he says, “This game’s in the bag, boys, so I want to experiment with some line changes, just in case we need ‘em during the playoffs. O’Malley, you move up to Line One-A with the Brush boys, and Michael, you centre Line One-B with your brother and Frenier.”


  Fifteen minutes into the third period, Michael, Toby and I have had three quick defensive shifts, while O’Malley and the Brush brothers are so tired from skating, they’ve turned over the puck half a dozen times in our own zone. Clementville has managed to strike three times as a result. A four-goal shutout has turned into a desperate one-goal game. If this is supposed to be a practice for the playoffs, the Faireville Blue Flames don’t look so great. A few people in the crowd are booing.


  “Line One-B,” Packer yelps, sweating profusely and dancing on his toes, “get out there and give One-A a rest.”


  Without Grant and Graham out here to obstruct us, there is a real chance that Michael and I can score now. We weave around our opponents, passing the puck back and forth to each other, reading each other’s minds just like when we used to play on the frozen creek behind our house.


  I’ve got the puck, and the goalie moves forward to cut my angle, but I snap it right onto the tape of Michael’s stick. He makes his second goal of the game look easy, and the crowd chants, “Michael! Michael! Michael!” He raises his stick in the air to acknowledge their cheers.


  Coach Packer immediately pulls our line and puts Grant, Graham and Billy back on the ice, but again he runs them for too long, and one of the Lightning players picks Grant’s pocket in the neutral zone and blasts one in from the point. And again it’s a one-goal game.


  Packer has no choice but to put our line back out on the ice, but when he sees Mayor Brush scowling and shaking his head behind the glass across the ice, he yelps, “Graham! Grant! Stay on! Stay on!” So, when the puck drops, it’s me, Michael, Graham, Grant and Billy on the ice. All forwards, no defensemen. Nice coaching, Packer.


  The crowd is edgy, rumbling darkly, but when Michael picks up the puck in our zone, everyone in the arena feels the momentum. They gasp as he maneuvers through four different Lightning players; their voices rise as he closes in on their goalie, and they cheer wildly as he rams the puck right through the five-hole. Baseball caps rain down on the surface of the ice in celebration of Michael’s Hat Trick.


  Three goals in three minutes of ice time. The scoreboard clock reads 16:32; three-and-a-half minutes left in the game. If Packer gives him just one more minute on the ice, Michael will win that trophy. I can feel it coming. Everyone in the arena can feel it.


  Michael turns toward the glass, looks up where my mother and grandfather are sitting, and raises his hands in the air. Grant Brush skates toward him at full speed, with his stick clenched between both gloves like motorcycle handlebars. Michael doesn’t hear Grant coming for the noise of the crowd. His head snaps back and his helmet flies off as Grant viciously cross-checks him into the boards from behind.


  As Michael twists and falls, he is plastered against the boards a second time by Graham Brush, who has skated in at full speed right behind his brother, his blades kicking up snow behind him. Graham’s elbow drives Michael’s face into the glass, and his raised knee drills into Michael’s spine. Michael crumples to the ice like a broken doll, his arms and legs splayed out at odd angles.


  As the Brush twins skate away, I see Graham hold out his glove for Grant to knuckle-punch. Blood is gushing from Michael’s nose and mouth, trickling from a gash on his forehead, running over his cheeks and ears, forming a slowly-expanding halo of red on the ice around his sweat-matted hair.


  The crowd is screaming. No. It’s me. It’s me screaming.


  My blades hiss hiss hiss beneath me. My gloves thump against the ice.


  I grab Grant with both hands, spin him around, pull his helmet off, a handful of his jersey in my left hand, my right fist slamming slam slam slam slam slam slam slam. Feel the skin over my knuckles tearing, shredding, bone exposed. Feel it only in theory. No pain. Only rage. Blood spattering his jersey. And mine. Nose cartilage cracking. Teeth snapping. My knuckles red and pulpy.


  His body limp. On his heels. Release left hand. Falls to the ice.


  I spin. You’re next. Graham wide-eyed. Drops his stick. Tries to skate away.


  No no no. No way, you. You. Next. Switch hands. Grab jersey with right hand. Throw punches with left.


  Over Graham’s shoulder, I see Sam Simpson coming. Hasn’t been on the ice all game. Gonna stop me. Gonna save his friend. He’s tackled by Brian Passmore.


  When I’m finished with Graham, I drop him on the ice.


  I back-skate to the edge of the boards, lean back, try to breathe, hold myself up. I feel like a warm, invisible sheet of armor is melting from my body, exposing me to the cold arena air. I watch the blood drip from my knuckles, bursting crimson stars on the clean whiteness of the ice.


  Then legs are swinging over the side of the box. Every member of the Faireville Blue Flames Triple-A Junior Hockey Club is fighting another member of the team. Brian Passmore wrestles at centre ice with Sam Simpson. Trevor Blunt grapples in front of the bench with Toby Frenier. Jake Burns and Turner Thrift circle each other, throwing punches. Our number one goalie and backup goalie have met at centre ice, and are pounding on each other’s thick padding. Guys pile onto one another, swinging, swearing, spitting.


  The only person left on the Blue Flames bench is Mr. Packer, who feebly yells, “Discipline, boys! Discipline!”


  There are sticks and gloves scattered all over the ice. It’s like I’m not really here. It’s like I’m watching this on the screen of a drive-in theatre through the rain-streaked window of a passing car.


  The referee and linesman skate past me, toward the fracas in front of our bench, and the ref says, “How the hell am I gonna call this?”
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  This is how the ref eventually called it: except for Michael, every single member of the Faireville Blue Flames got a five-minute major for fighting, a ten-minute game misconduct, and a ten-minute gross misconduct. Grant, Graham and I were also handed instigator penalties. It was the most penalty minutes doled out in a single game to a Junior hockey team in the history of the Plympwright Hockey Association. Every player was also slapped with a ten-game suspension, which meant that we had to forfeit our playoff games. Our opponents, the seventh-place Clementville Lightning, would move up into the sixth and final playoff berth.


  After the verdict was delivered, Coach Packer sat down on the bench and burst into tears. Neither Mayor Brush nor my grandfather got to announce their candidacy for the upcoming mayoral race.
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  The doctors at Faireville General Hospital have managed to stop the bleeding, but Michael is still unconscious. A tired-faced doctor delivers the news to me, my mother and my grandfather in the Emergency Room waiting area.


  “We’ve taken preliminary X-rays, and it appears that Michael’s neck is broken, and at least two vertebrae in his lower back are shattered,” the doctor says. “Unfortunately, we don’t have the equipment here to analyze or repair the damage he has sustained, so he will be transported by air to a Neurological Unit in Toronto, provided that he . . . as soon as his vital signs stabilize. I wish I could tell you more.”


  My grandfather holds my mother’s hand. They both stare into separate regions of nowhere, their faces as cool and stony as tombstone statues.


  “Philip,” my mother says, “you had better go to the house and get your father.”


  My grandfather groggily says, “Oh. Yes, Philip. Go get your father. My son. Your father.”


  I walk out of the Emergency Room waiting area, still feeling strangely disconnected from everything around me, like a helicopter hovering over a disaster area.


  The automatic doors slide open before me, and as I step through them, a young nurse in an eggshell-blue uniform calls out, “Hey! Do you want me to disinfect and wrap those hands before you go?”


  “It’s okay,” I hear myself saying. “They’re not mine.”


  


  Airborne


  My bloodstained hands chop through the air, left right left right, and my feet on the pavement clip clip clip clip. I am vaguely aware of my lungs huff huff huffing, my heart pumping thud thud thud. My eyes receive the images, my eardrums vibrate with the sounds, and my nerve endings feel the stimuli, but I am not really here. My mind is hovering above me, distant and detached, like a space capsule receiving intermittent signals from Ground Control.


  As I run up the steep laneway toward our house, the message replays itself in my breath: “Dad . . . Michael . . . ac cident . . . hospital . . . Dad . . . Michael . . . accident . . . hosp ital.” Then something pauses the sound loop: there are dozens of fireflies buzzing and dancing around our home. As I reach the hilltop, my airborne mind finally computes what I’m really seeing. Torches. People holding torches. People in old-fashioned pilgrim outfits.


  Several of the men are lined up, swinging a heavy log between them. Its butt end slams against the front door of our house, wood splinters flying, the door flexing in the middle. A shrill voice cuts through a dissonant chorus of hallelujahs and amens: Candace Brown has raised a witch-hunting posse, against our family.


  “Oh LORD,” she cries, “Make this house of lies BURN! DESTROY the lies of science, DESTROY the lies of greed, DESTROY the lies of lust! RESTORE the bond of mother and child! The Day of Reckoning is HERE! The Day of Reckoning is HERE!”


  I veer off the laneway and into the cover of the woods to the back of our house and peek through the window of the garage door. My father’s motorcycle is not there. At least he won’t be burned alive in his laboratory if they set their torches to our house.


  I fumble with the back door key. There is pulsing in my eardrums and tingling in my adrenalized arteries, but my airborne mind stays distant, detached. Finally the key slides in, and I slip into the kitchen. The front door crackles with another blow from the makeshift battering ram. I grab the kitchen telephone.


  “911 Emergency Response,” says the nasal voice of the dispatcher. “Please state the nature of the emergency.”


  “There’s a home invasion taking place at One Castle Hill Road,” I hear my voice say. “They’ve got torches. They’re beating down the door. Hurry.”


  “God, when it rains it pours,” the dispatcher says. “Okay sir, get yourself to safe location. Help is on the way.”


  I run out through the back door and hide in the woods behind the garage. They cheer as their makeshift battering ram smashes down our front door. Their voices become muffled as they surge into our house.


  Then there are sirens and flashing lights. The police cruiser’s tires spit gravel as it speeds up the hill, followed by the roaring engines of a fire truck and ambulance. I peek around the edge of the garage. Bright orange light flickers through the arched windows of our house. Tabernacle interlopers rush out through the back door. Their colourless clothing helps them to vanish quickly into the darkness of the woods.


  Two police officers throw open the doors of their cruiser and hit the ground running. One sprints around to the back of the house, where most of the invaders have already fled, while the other cop positions himself before the shattered front door. His voice squawks from a megaphone, “The building is surrounded! Come out slowly with your hands on top of your heads!”


  Two firefighters run from their truck, tugging a length of flattened hose. They stop in front of the shattered door, brace themselves as another fireman at the truck counts, “Three! Two! One!” The hose swells, and a stream of water bursts from the nozzle and strikes hissing at the flames.


  At the back of the house, a coughing Candace Brown runs out through the kitchen door. She grips an extinguished torch, its tip trailing a tendril of white smoke. The police officer at the back of the house grabs her from behind in a sort of bear hug. She kicks and thrashes, screams out for The Lord, but there is no Divine Intervention on Candace’s behalf.


  The cop carries her around the house, and I emerge from behind the garage into the carnival of red and orange flickering light. I run ahead of the officer and open the back door of the cruiser for him. He tosses Candace inside and slams the door closed. She kicks at the window with her buckled pilgrim shoes, and screams, “Satan’s Minion! Demon! Demon!”


  “Whatever, lady,” the young policeman says. “They’ll give you some nice pills to make the demons go away.” He turns to me and says, “Thanks for the help, buddy.”


  “It’s my house. I made the call.”


  “Jesus,” the cop says. “Are you okay? Anybody else in there?”


  “Everyone else is at the hospital with my brother. Except for my father. I don’t know where he is.”


  The firemen are inside the house now. I hear a few words crackle over the walkie-talkies: “spot fires . . . not much chance to spread . . . under control . . . ”


  The other police officer is standing at the edge of our driveway, looking down the hill to the Tabernacle of God’s Will. “Pete!” he calls out to the officer who’s standing with me. “They’re regrouping down there at the Weirdo Church.”


  Officer Pete slaps me on the back, and says “Gotta go. Get the boys in the ambulance to have a look at you, okay?”


  He jumps into the cruiser with his partner, and they gun it down the hill. The car slides to a halt at the bottom, and the two cops take off after the fleeing Tabernaclers.


  I am still receiving images with my eyes: firemen rush in and out of the house, wisps of steam and smoke rise from the shattered front doorway. I am still hearing sounds with my ears: water continues hissing inside, men’s voices shout out, walkie-talkies crackle. I smell the scorched air, a blend of campfire smoke and burnt oatmeal cookies, and I feel cool mist on my skin from the leaky hose connection as I slip past the fire truck. But I am not really here. My mind hovers higher and higher above me, farther and farther out of range, like a satellite scanning this pinpoint on earth from space.


  I follow my body back into the house and in through the smashed front door, which swings gently on one unbroken hinge. The firemen have their backs to me as they re-soak all the scorched surfaces with water. I slip behind them, through the haze-filled living room, and climb the stairs to Michael’s bedroom. My hands pull open the top drawer of his dresser and remove the watch our grandfather gave him for his thirteenth birthday. The watch slips into the front pocket of my jeans with the jackknife I was given on the same day.


  As I descend the stairs, it no longer feels like my feet are carrying me, it’s more like the steps are bringing themselves to my feet. The basement steps do the same thing.


  The table that displayed my father’s model airplanes has been knocked over, and it’s like the aftermath of an airfield bombing. The huge, four-engined balsa wood 747 that Michael and I were supposed to fly on our tenth birthday has been crippled. Its five-foot wings are snapped off, its long, cylindrical body trampled into wood chips.


  The battering ram used by the Tabernacle men lies on the floor, in front of what used to be the wall of my father’s secret laboratory. Only the thick metal door and the far edges of the wall remain standing; the rest has been reduced to a pile of half-width cinder blocks and concrete dust. The barrier between my father’s secret work and the outside world was not as strong as I’d believed it to be.


  How to make sense of what I see behind the toppled wall? It is so different from what I expected to see. Other than a computer on a small desk in one corner, there is not one piece of scientific equipment anywhere. There are no machines with wires or dials or tubing, no jars neatly labeled with the multi-syllabic names of chemicals, no chalkboards scribbled over with complicated formulae and equations. There is not a single Petri dish, nor a Bunsen burner nor a flask nor a test tube in sight.


  My mind is drifting far away now, tethered to my body by only the slightest thread. My senses send everything up, and I just stand here, stupefied, until my airborne mind finally sends this back: Your father is not a scientist.


  In the corner opposite the computer desk is a richly upholstered backless sofa, and a large, Persian-style rug. There are a few umbrella lights similar to the ones I saw at Dennis’ place in Toronto. The rest of the space is filled with the tools of an artist: easels, palettes, tubes of oil paint, charcoal sticks, and canvases, some clean and new, some lightly sketched with charcoal outlines, some partially finished paintings, and a few colourful completed works.


  Your father is not a scientist. He’s an artist. A painter.


  Thanks, brain.


  I think of the noxious fumes emitted by the ventilation grids outside the lab, how I had always assumed that the smell was from some nefarious combination of chemical compounds. Now I know it was the scent of oil paints, of Charcoal Black, of Burnt Ochre.


  And something else. While the colour, composition, and style varies from painting to painting, every canvas depicts a naked adult male.


  That time Dennis and I hid away in the basement when our father brought downstairs one of his “Scientific colleagues,” the man had called our father “Lanny.” Nobody calls our father “Lanny.” He had pointed to the old painting hanging near the water heater, which had won my father a prize in high school. “The Centurion.” “From a long time ago,” Dad said. “I’m on to bigger and better things now.”


  “Let’s go talk about those bigger and better things.”


  All this stimuli is transmitted, but my circuits are on the verge of overload now. Mind sends back a simple message: Get out of here. Get out. Go. Go now.


  I run from the house, away from the flashing red lights, down the hill, past the parked police car with Candace Brown locked in the back, past the Tabernacle of God’s Will, onto Faireville Street and straight ahead. My mind flies high above me, hurtling through space, refusing to think about any of it.
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  It’s quiet outside Faireville General Hospital, and the Emergency Room doors make a whooshing sound as they slide open. In the brightly lit, antiseptic-smelling space, I look left and right for my mother and grandfather. The nurse in the robin’s-egg blue uniform sits behind the admitting desk. “Came back to get those knuckles looked at, eh?” she says.


  The signals are scrambled, the images blurred and fuzzy, the sounds garbled. I’m stopped in the middle of the Emergency Room waiting area. Someone has hold of me. Her face is buried in my chest, her arms wrapped around me tightly. “Philip!” she cries, looking up at me, “they won’t let me see him!” She pushes her red hair out of her face, which is wet and cobwebbed with black mascara streaks. Her green eyes are bloodshot and glassy. “Why won’t anyone tell me anything?”


  It’s Caitlin Black. She feels small and brittle between my hands, about to crumble.


  “He’s going to be okay, Caitlin,” I lie to her. “Everything is going to be all right.”


  She pushes her face against my chest and sobs. I put one arm around her shoulders, and stroke her hair. My hand resembles the site of a fresh volcanic eruption, fluid red tributaries between the cracks in the purple scabs. I try not to get blood in Caitlin’s hair.


  “I love him so much,” she cries, “I love him so much.”


  “He loves you, too, Caitlin,” I tell her, “more than anything.” I hope that this isn’t also a lie, but I really don’t know.


  “I love him so much,” she sings to herself, like a lullaby, “I love him so much.”


  Whatever has happened in the past, I cannot make myself hate her any more. Caitlin really does love Michael. The front of my shirt is soaked with her tears.


  The nurse from the admitting desk is now standing beside me. The plastic tag on her uniform tells me her name is Jenny. She wraps a yellow blanket around Caitlin’s shoulders. “You need to rest, sweetie.” And walks her over to a waiting room chair.


  I ask the nurse, “Do you know where my mother and grandfather are?”


  “Your mother went to St. Thaddeus’ to pray for your brother,” she tells me. “Your grandfather was disturbing everyone in the waiting room bickering with this other guy, so I sent them to the Men’s Room to settle it there.”


  “Other guy?”


  “Some overfed blowhard in a three-piece suit,” Nurse Jenny says.


  I hear myself telling Caitlin that I’ll be right back. I follow my body through the Men’s Room door, where I find my grandfather standing face-to-face with His Worship Clarence Brush, mayor of Faireville. My body rushes at my former elementary school principal, fists raised, but my grandfather grabs my wrists, holds me back.


  “See what I mean, Vernon?” Mayor Brush says to my grandfather. “In court, your family would be finished.”


  “Mayor Brush has offered us a deal,” my grandfather says. “If we will agree not to charge his sons for the . . . ” he pauses to clear his throat, “ . . . injuries sustained by Michael, he will refrain from pressing charges against you.”


  “Charges against me?”


  Mayor Brush leans toward me, squints into my face, and says, “My boys, Graham and Grant, have already given statements to the police — voluntarily, I might add. They only wanted to give your brother a slap on the back for his timely goal. They didn’t realize that Michael had been hurt.”


  “Bullshit! They hit him from behind!”


  “Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” Mr. Brush says, shaking his fat head fiercely, “They did no such thing. Are you blind or crazy? Both my boys were mortified to discover that Michael had been hurt. They’re at home right now, praying for his full and speedy recovery.”


  “They’d better be praying for their own safety,” I say.


  “Is that a threat, you fucking freak?” Brush snarls, poking me hard in the chest. “Your grandfather likes making threats, too. When I came into the hospital a few moments ago to check on the condition of your poor brother, your grandfather publicly accused my boys of intentionally hurting your brother, and threatened to file criminal charges. Well, you Skylers should think twice before threatening any of us Brushes.” He reaches up and loosens his striped necktie. “The injuries to your brother, sad as they are, were quite accidental, and it was quite obvious to everyone in the arena that your subsequent attack on my sons was premeditated and malicious. You broke Graham’s nose. Grant’s missing three teeth. And, if we were to pull your elementary school records, we would find documentation showing that you engaged in a previous unprovoked attack on my boys.”


  “What?” I hear myself shout. I can’t free my hands to punch the smug son of a bitch, so I spit in his face.


  Mr. Brush pulls a tissue from the breast pocket of his pinstriped suit and wipes the gob from the end of his bulbous nose. “Vernon,” he says, glowering, “I’ve got to do something now, and if you try to stop me, the deal is off. You understand?”


  My grandfather says nothing, but tightens his grip around my wrists. The honourable mayor pulls back his fist and punches me in the face, right in the middle of my cleft lip.


  “Gawd!” Brush cheers, shaking his fist loosely in the air. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time now, you monster-faced little fucker!”


  The bitter taste of blood fills my mouth. I turn and spit into the nearest sink.


  “I’m sorry I had to do that, Philip,” Brush says, slipping back into his dignified Public Official persona, “but if you spit in the face of a Brush, you’re gonna get a fist back in your face. We’re a family of fighters. We’re a family of winners.”


  Mayor Brush shakes his jowly face, then wanders over to the bank of urinals. He unzips his fly and sprays the porcelain.


  “Luckily for you and your family,” he says, “I am a fair and reasonable man. To keep the good names of my sons unsullied, I have agreed not to press charges against you, in exchange for your grandfather’s assurance that my sons will not be pestered, legally or otherwise.”


  He shakes himself off, zips the fly of his pinstriped suit pants, and his shiny black shoes clip-clop across the floor tiles as he heads for the door. He says to my grandfather, “A pleasure working with you again, Vernon.”


  I struggle to free myself, but my grandfather maintains his hold on me.


  “Y’know,” Mayor Brush says, “the other kids were being kind when they called you Monkeyface — I’ve never seen a monkey as ugly as you.”


  “That’s enough, Clarence,” my grandfather snaps.


  “I’ll decide when it’s enough,” Mr. Brush says. And, with that, he walks out of the washroom and my grandfather finally lets go of my wrists.


  “Good deal, Grandpa!” I say, in the same sarcastic way that Dennis would. “Well negotiated, sir! You’ll be running this town again before you know it.”


  “Philip,” he pleads, his palms turned upward like a beggar, “it was the only choice! It was the lesser of two evils.”


  “Here’s one for you, Captain Quote: ‘Constantly choosing the lesser of two evils is still choosing evil.’”


  “Philip,” he says. “There was nothing else I could do. There is too much at stake. Please listen . . . ”


  But I can’t listen anymore. I’m too far out of range to comprehend or believe anything. I can’t think, I can’t rationalize, I can’t justify. My nerve endings register the pain as I stuff my shredded knuckles into the front pocket of my jeans, but I’m too far away to receive much of the signal. I drop Michael’s pocket watch and my jackknife into my grandfather’s open hands and turn and walk into the Emergency Room waiting area.


  Caitlin Black is huddled in a corner on a plastic chair. She stands up, and the yellow hospital blanket falls from her shoulders. “Your lip,” she says. “What happened?’


  “I’m a bit out of it. It doesn’t hurt too much.”


  Caitlin pulls a Kleenex from her purse, and reaches to dab the blood away.


  “I’m going to go pray for Michael with my mother,” I tell her. “You can come with me if you want to.”


  “I want to,” she says.


  The sliding door closes behind us, and Caitlin gently takes my throbbing, torn hand in hers, carefully to placing her fingers where the skin is unbroken.


  “Michael will be okay, Philip,” she beautifully lies, “everything will be better soon.”


  “Hey,” Nurse Jenny calls out to me from behind the admitting desk as we walk through the exit doors, “you still need to get those hands looked at. They’ll get infected. And what happened to your face?”


  “Born this way,” I say.
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  My mother kneels in the Chapel of St. Thaddeus, a small area in the west transept of the darkened, incense-scented church. Moonlight shines dimly through the stained glass depiction of St. Jude Thaddeus, who holds an axe and a quill pen, and wears a large medallion struck with the image of Jesus’ face. Back when I still attended Sunday School, Mom told me that this was her favourite place in the whole church, that the calm, knowing expression of St. Thaddeus always brought her peace.


  I kneel down beside my mother, and Caitlin slides in beside me. Mom continues whatever prayer she’s quietly composing in her head, and Caitlin closes her eyes tightly, pushes her palms and fingers together in front of her nose, and quietly begins whispering to her God. I can’t make out what she’s saying, but the gentle hushing sounds are soothing somehow.


  I can hardly believe that this is the same tittering, gossiping Little Colour Girl who sent Adeline running half naked into the ravine, who sat in the cafeteria and did nothing while Carrie and Lara needled Adeline about her mother.


  I bow my head and close my eyes, and silently pray: Hi, God. How are you? I am fine.


  When I was a little kid, this was the way I always began my prayers.


  Sorry, God. It’s been a long time since I did this, so forgive me if I’m a bit out of practice. Please don’t let my brother Michael die.


  I clench my hands together tightly against my chest, and a couple of the scabs on my knuckle crack open, stinging and throbbing. It’s okay. At least I can feel it.


  Boy, it’s been a long time since I’ve done this. Maybe you should just listen to my mom and Caitlin. They’re asking you for the same thing I’m about to.


  I feel a burning rush between my eyes.


  Please don’t let Michael die. Please. He’s the best person I’ve ever known. I was an idiot to turn against him the way I did. Please make him better. Make his neck and back heal. Please. Let him be himself again. Please please please.


  I swallow hard, grit my teeth, and soon the feeling passes. I never cry.


  Thanks for listening, God. Amen.


  That’s how I always ended my prayers when I was a little kid, when I was still certain that someone was actually listening.


  The silence is broken by a voice from behind us.


  “You’d best come back to the hospital, now,” my grandfather says curtly.


  I stand up with Mom and Caitlin to face him. He towers over them, but I’m close to the same height. He looks right through me.


  “Michael has slipped into a coma. They’ve put him on a machine, but he doesn’t have much time.”


  “Can I s-see h-him?” Caitlin stammers, the tears flowing again.


  “Only immediate family members are allowed in right now,” my grandfather says.


  “Yes, you can see him,” I tell her.


  My grandfather says nothing else, and turns and marches through the centre aisle of the church, his lips tight and his chin held high. My mother, Caitlin and I follow, hanging our heads like we’re being led to the gallows.
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  The Emergency Room doors slide open, and Caitlin and my mother rush through. My grandfather grabs me by the shoulder. “Philip,” he says, “I want to have a few words with you before we go inside.”


  A police cruiser pulls into the parking lot, and two familiar policemen climb out and rush across the tarmac.


  “Vernon Skyler?” the older cop says to my grandfather.


  “Yes?”


  “We need you to come with us, sir. Right away.”


  The younger officer looks at me. It’s the cop named Pete. “Hey, buddy,” he says.


  “Whatever it is, I’m sure it can wait,” my grandfather says. “I really need to be in the hospital right now. Time is of the essence.”


  “I’m afraid time is even more of the essence in this situation, sir,” the older officer says. “There is a, uh, situation in progress at the home of your son, Landon Skyler.”


  “What kind of situation?” my grandfather asks.


  “Well, sir,” the older cop says, “it’s a bit of a hostage situation.”


  “A hostage situation?” my grandfather yells. “Someone is holding Landon hostage?”


  “Not exactly, sir,” the older cop says. “Your son is currently holed up in the basement of his home with one of the members of the Weirdo Ch . . . the Tabernacle of God’s Will. There’s been a break-in and attempted arson. It seems that your son has some kind of high-voltage device down there, and he’s threatening to electrocute the guy with it if, well if . . . ”


  “He’s promised to release the hostage,” Officer Pete concludes, “if we bring you to him.”


  “Break and enter?” my grandfather wonders, his mouth hanging open. “Electrical device?”


  Officer Pete helps my grandfather into the back of the police cruiser, the same seat that Candace Brown had occupied earlier this evening. Doors slam, and the police car speeds away, lights flashing, siren wailing.


  The Emergency Room door is still open, waiting for me to step inside, but it’s far out of range, and some of my basic bodily functions are beginning to fail. My vision is blurred. My balance is off. I sway from side to side. Here is the nurse. Light Blue Uniform. Forget her name. She says something. It doesn’t register. Michael. Where is Michael? Must ask her. My tongue won’t work.


  She takes my hand and says, “Follow me.”


  I follow.


  She leads me through a glaring white hallway, to a wide doorway. “In here,” she says.


  His body is under a pale green sheet. I recognize his shape. Almost the same as mine. Tubes and wires. Machines all around him. Can’t see his face. Catilin and Mom stand there. Their backs to me. Holding each other. Both shaking. Crying God God God and no no no and why why why.


  I can’t see him. Don’t need to. I know.


  My brother. My twin brother. Same birthday. Same womb. Together since birth. Can’t see him. Can’t look at his face. Can’t live with that.


  I turn away, and I’m running.
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  Once again our house and everything around it blinks with red light. All three Faireville Police cruisers surround my father’s CBX leaning on its side stand in front of the garage.


  “The goddamned electrical thingy is disrupting everything!” one of the Gasberg cops shouts. “The walkie-talkies are nothing but static.”


  “Sniper’s not an option, either!” another shouts back. “All the friggin’ basement windows are bricked over.”


  “Take me in,” says a faint voice. It’s my grandfather. “There’s no other way. Take me inside, and I’ll put an end to all this.”


  “Landon Skyler,” a voice squawks through a megaphone, “An officer is escorting your father into the building. Do not harm the hostage. I repeat, do not harm the hostage.”


  The other officers crouch behind the hoods of their cars and aim their guns at the smashed front door as Officer Pete walks my grandfather into the house.


  Time passes. Lights flash. Guns are aimed.


  Officer Pete finally emerges, grasping the arm of a lanky young man, whose Tabernacle pants are stained where he’s pissed himself. It’s Bradley Miller, Bradley Vangelis. After he’s finished vomiting onto his and Officer Pete’s shoes, his hands are cuffed behind his back and he’s locked into a police car.


  I wander through the small phalanx of police officers and into the house.


  “Stop!” the megaphone honks. “This area has been secured by police! Do not enter the building. I repeat, do not enter the building.”


  If they shot me, I didn’t hear it or feel it. I’m still walking. Still alive as I enter the living room. The Jacob’s Ladder hums and crackles in the basement. I don’t even feel my feet on the steps. My father and my grandfather stand face-to-face, their features amplified and distorted by the buzzing arcs of electricity.


  “Philip!” my grandfather hollers. “Get the hell out of here!”


  “Hey, Philip,” my father says, in a strangely calm tone of voice. “How’s it going, brother?”


  “Shut up, Landon!” my grandfather barks. “This is between you and me. Philip, get out of here.”


  “It’s all of us now,” my father says calmly. “The lie has run its course, Dad. It’s time for the truth.”


  “Philip!” my grandfather shrieks, his eyes glowing as brightly as the crackling electrical arcs. “Get. Out. NOW!”


  “Sorry, Philip,” Dad says. “You shouldn’t have to find out this way.”


  “Landon!” my grandfather orders, “Don’t say another word.”


  “I tried to fake it for a long time, but I was never really in the fathering business.” Dad gestures at the paintings of nude men that lie in the rubble of the fallen cinder-block wall. “As you can see, I was never really much into women. Not like Dad was. Or is, I should say.”


  “Goddammit, Landon!” my grandfather screams. “Shut up! This can all be fixed! It can be fixed!”


  I look at my father. “Dad?”


  “Wrong guy,” he says to me, and glances coyly at my grandfather.


  “Shut up, Landon! Shut up! Shut up!”


  As he stretches his fingers toward the space between the Jacob’s Ladder’s two thick wires, Landon Skyler says to his father, “You had better step back.”


  And a slender, tentative connection is stretched beyond the breaking point. It snaps. I don’t know who I am, I don’t know where I am, I don’t know where I’m going.


  


  Yellow Light


  Outside the house now. My legs straddle the huge motorcycle. Foot kicks up the side-stand. Right thumb presses the ignition button, and the scabs over my knuckles crack open again as I clench the handgrips.


  Turn the throttle, release the clutch lever. My feet hit the foot pegs, knees tuck in behind the massive six-cylinder engine, and the rear tire sprays gravel as the bike blows past the police cars, away from the darkened house, straight through Faireville, and out onto Gasberg Road toward the highway. You can’t outrun this, is the faint message. Ignore it. Crank the throttle all the way open. The powerful bike surges forward with a predatory roar, the glowing orange needles of the speedometer and tachometer trembling as they twist farther clockwise.


  Maybe I’m catching up, because the thought signals are coming through more clearly now.


  Your father is not your father. Your grandfather is not your grandfather. Your mother deceived you. Dennis deceived you. The only one you could ever trust was Michael. And now he’s gone.


  Wind rushes and everything blurs into a stream of horizontal lines, flowing from the pinpoint at the centre of the headlight beam.


  Adeline. You still have Adeline. Go to Adeline. You know the way.


  Blast along Gasberg Road, toward Highway 401, toward Toronto, try not to think, just concentrate on the road, clench the handgrips, look ahead.


  Mayor Brush says to the referee, “Now let’s have a fair game here, eh!”


  Blood forms on the ice around Michael’s head. Blood drips from my knuckles, taste of blood in my mouth.


  The battering ram smashes against the door. Flames in the windows, smoke in the air.


  Toppled walls, the shattered 747 model, the painting of the centurion.


  Candace Brown kicking at the police cruiser window.


  Dropping the jackknife and watch into my grandfather’s upturned hands.


  The coloured light of St. Thaddeus on the praying faces of Caitlin and my mother. The sound of them crying beside Michael’s body.


  The crackling blue arcs of the Jacob’s Ladder. Yellow flames rising, flickering then roaring behind the windows.


  A blinking yellow light. Straight ahead.


  Suicide Curve.


  I clench front brake lever, stand on the rear brake pedal.


  Rubber screams against pavement. A metallic cymbal-crash gunshot explosion as the motorcycle hits the safety railing, and my body snaps forward, hovers for a moment in space, then falls down,


  down


  down

  



  down

  



  down.


  Part Three


  Not everything that is faced can be changed,

  but nothing can be changed until it is faced.

  — James A. Baldwin


  


  Morphine


  The sound of waves crashing.


  Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh my God oh my God oh my God!


  Jesus Christ. I think his chest is moving! My God, how . . . he’s still alive!
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  Airborne again. Not falling. Soaring upward. The fall in reverse.


  Cliff wall a brown-grey blur.


  Water and rocks beneath me.


  White, cottony clouds. Sky blue. Vivid blue.
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  Throat like a scab. Like parchment. Can’t swallow.


  Tongue flaccid. Probes dry, airy space.


  No teeth. No jaw.


  An endless dry heave. The wail of a mournful ghost.


  “Patient’s conscious! Put him under. Quick! Quick! Now!”
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  Those are the only memories I have of the accident. They’re not even memories, really, just quick, blurry flashes with a distorted, unsynchronized soundtrack; flickers in the darkness.


  I fade in, and fade back out again. Each time I return, I’m able to stay for a few more seconds, then for minutes at a time, but then I’m gone for exponentially longer. Or at least that’s how it feels. It’s really not easy to gauge. Time has become slippery, and the line between consciousness and unconsciousness is crooked and broken. What I hope are nightmares are vivid and realistic, while what I suspect is real appears blurry and distorted, like I’m observing the world from inside a warped space helmet full of translucent gel.


  I’m in a hospital bed right now. I am bandaged and splinted together. Parts of me are strung up while other parts are wired shut. Tubes run fluids into my body, other tubes take fluids away. There are cables and monitors, plastic bags on metal poles. There are lights, very white, very bright. They hurt my eyes. My eyes are the only parts of me that I know for sure are working.


  Before this, I was in an ambulance. I remember now; the clank of the door closing at my feet, and the sound of the siren. I remember the paramedic looking down at me, his face white, sweat speckling his forehead like he was about to be sick. I tried to ask him what had happened to me, but my tongue just lolled around in the dry air, my throat gurgling.


  “I know, buddy, I know,” the paramedic said. “This will make it feel better. This will make it feel better.”


  A cool, tingling sensation spread through my veins, like he’d injected cold soda into my scorched-desert body, then my veins froze like a creek in December, and I sank into nothing.
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  The walls are gradually changing colour, from light green to pink to bright blue, and back to light green again. There’s a face hovering over mine.


  “Are you with me, Philip?” the face says. “Can you hear me?”


  My ears are ringing, but I can hear him. My vision is blurred, but I can see him. The rest of my senses are absent. I can’t feel anything. I can’t smell anything. I taste nothing. I can’t speak. My head is wrapped in bandages, and there is some sort of apparatus connected to the bottom half of my face. I can’t nod; my neck is immobile. I can’t gesture with my hands or arms, as they are encased in casts. I feel like a hunk of waterlogged wood, heavy, decaying, sinking into the damp earth.


  The hovering face says, “Wink your right eye if you can understand me, Philip.”


  Both my eyes blink.


  “Good enough,” says the face. “I’m Doctor Chin. If you were able to move right now, you would laugh at that. Why? Because I specialize in facial reconstructions. Kind of like that guy Doctor Cox who does penis enlargement surgery. Anyway, Philip, I am going to put your face back together for you. You understand that you’ve been in a pretty serious accident, yes?”


  I blink again.


  “You’re on a lot of morphine right now, Philip,” he says, “a lot of morphine. Without it, you would be feeling more pain than any human being could remain conscious through. The morphine will likely cause you to hallucinate and experience feelings of panic and paranoia. You may be feeling that way right now, and, if so, let me assure you that it is completely normal.”


  Hallucinations. Panic and paranoia. No wonder the walls are changing colour. No wonder his eyebrows are twisting around like deranged caterpillars.


  Doctor Psycho Brow says, “I want to explain to you exactly what I am going to do to reconstruct your face, so it’s important that I know you can understand me. I know it may be difficult to do, but please blink once with your right eye, then once with your left, to show me that you understand what I’m saying to you.”


  I try to ignore the changing-colour walls and the caterpillar eyebrows and the fact that his hair is squirming over his head like Medusa’s nest of snakes. I focus on the bits that are probably real. Summoning all my powers of concentration, I close my right eyelid. Then I open it again. Then I close the left one. Open. Good. I’m with you, Doctor. See?


  “Well, Philip,” Dr. Chin says, “to use an old bedside cliché, there is both good news and bad news. The good news is, you’re alive, which in itself is a major miracle. I’ve never seen anyone survive the kind of fall you took. Other than a lot of cuts, some serious tissue bruising, and a few minor fractures here and there, your body is generally in pretty good shape. None of your vital organs were damaged in any critical way. So, in that respect, you were very lucky.”


  I hear the rumbling voice of Captain Quote in my head: “Shallow men believe in luck. Strong men believe in cause and effect.” Ralph Waldo Emerson. One of his favourites.


  Doctor Chin takes a deep breath, and for a moment it seems as if his head is expanding like a birthday party balloon. Morphine hallucination, Philip, morphine hallucination. Just concentrate on what he’s saying. Concentrate.


  “The bad news,” Doctor Balloon Head says, “is that your face is a hell of a mess. A hell of a mess. Your jawbone has been more or less cleaved right off. And even if it were still properly attached, it’s smashed into too many pieces to mend. You’ve lost nearly all of your teeth, and we couldn’t even find the cartilage that’s supposed to be in your nose.”


  If I could speak, I would tell him that, because of my genetic defects, I never had any cartilage in my nose in the first place. I hope they didn’t spend too much time looking for it.


  “Essentially,” the doctor says, “the bottom half of your face has been destroyed. And in that respect, I suppose, you were rather unlucky.”


  A memory. Flying over handlebars. Hands wrenched back behind my body. Arcing headfirst through the air, turning heels-over-head as I fell. Cliff wall a speeding grey-brown blur before my face. Chin striking razorback rock.


  “The good news,” the doctor says, “is that I can build you a new jawbone and nose out of plastic. We’ll bring in an orthodontic team to get some new teeth in there for you, also. Your tongue and palate are still connected and are receiving adequate blood flow, and your musculature is intact enough to repair. We’re keeping everything moist with saline solution until things have healed up enough for us to start rebuilding. It’s possible that your sense of taste may return, and you may eventually be able to learn to speak again. That’s the goal, anyway. The bad news is, installing your new jawbone and nose and teeth will require many operations, which will hurt like hell. And we’ll have to graft a lot of skin over it when we’re finished, and that’s going to hurt like hell also. And you’ll need physical, occupational, and speech therapy to get everything working again, which . . . well, you get the picture.”


  The room has turned glistening bloody red. Not happening, not happening, not really happening. Concentrate on the words. The words.


  “The good news is that the doctors at your local hospital had the wherewithal to have you flown to Toronto right away. At the risk of sounding immodest, you couldn’t be in better hands here. Anything I can’t fix myself, there’s someone in this hospital who can. And if we run into something we can’t handle, there are hundreds of other specialists just a few steps up or down University Avenue.”


  Another memory. University Avenue. Walking with Adeline. A tall, strange monument. “Per Ardua Ad Astra,” she says. “Gumby Goes to Heaven.”


  Adeline. Does she know what has happened? Does she know I’m here? Mount Sinai, The Hospital for Sick Children, Princess Margaret . . . I wonder which one I’m in. She could walk here in ten minutes from her father’s condo. Save me, Adeline. Come save me.


  Doctor Chin licks his lips, and his tongue splits in two and the ends snake up into his nostrils and lick at the insides of his eyeballs. Not real not real not real.


  “You’re going to be a hell of a challenge, kid,” Doctor Split-Tongued Balloon Head says, “maybe the toughest reconstruction I’ve ever done. But I like a challenge.”


  He pauses in the doorway and says, “All of this is going to take some time, by the way. I hope you haven’t got anything better to do for the next little while.”


  The walls turn from blood red to a grape-juice purple, and then everything goes black again.
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  Adeline licks her lips as she pulls away the cool white sheet that covers me. Her hair is longer than it’s ever been. She sweeps it back to reveal her naked body. “Hello, Gumby!” she says seductively to my rising erection.“In Heaven yet?”


  The sheets are gathered up around my chest, and a burly man in blue medical scrubs, with a military-style brush-cut and a thick salt-and-pepper moustache, is washing my private parts with a soapy sponge. “Good morning, Sport,” he says jovially.


  I feel my erection deflate, flopping over to one side. My body’s hot and prickly all over. All I can do is close my eyes.


  “Oh, don’t be embarrassed,” he says, “it happens all the time. It’s a good sign, actually — means your circulatory system is still working okay.”


  It’s Bob, the PCA, which stands for Personal Care Assistant. They used to call them Male Nurses. Bob confided to me yesterday (or I think it was yesterday — my perception of time is still rather unreliable) that he likes the term PCA better than Nurse because it’s more gender-neutral, if not more “outright masculine.”


  Bob shows up every day to wash me, and change the bags that collect the waste from my body. That he does these things so cheerfully is both puzzling and inspiring.


  “Just let me finish up your bath,” he says, “and then Amiya is going to come in to begin your Physio.”


  As he pats me dry, I feel tingling sensations in my legs, a slight chill on the skin.


  Have they removed the casts from my legs? When did that happen?


  As Bob pulls the sheets up over me again, I feel the material slip over my arms, and I realize that my arms are free as well. I don’t think I can move them, though.


  Am I paralyzed? Am I going to be like this for the rest of my life?


  “All done, Sport,” says Bob, “And just in time, too. Here’s Amiya. See ya later, then. When she’s finished with you, I’ll be back to turn you onto your side, so you don’t start developing bed sores.”


  Panic.


  When Amiya’s finished with me? What is Amiya going to do to me? And what in God’s Name are bed sores?


  My heart throbs in my chest. I can’t protect myself. Anyone could do anything to me. It feels like the bed is trembling. I wish I could get up. God, I wish I could move.


  Like the answer to a prayer, a gentle voice whispers in my ear, a voice that sounds like it’s about to break into song. My heartbeat decelerates.


  “Hello, handsome. I’m Amiya, your Physiotherapist. I’m going to help you get moving again. Can you lift your right arm for me?”


  I try, but my arm doesn’t budge.


  “Let me help,” she says in that singsong voice.


  I vaguely feel her warm fingers under the tender, tingling flesh of my right arm. The muscles I’d built with weight lifting and hockey training are all gone now, and all that’s left is a limp, pale-blue twig.


  “Now you help me,” she says.


  I strain as she lifts my arm upward again.


  “Good!” she says. “Very good! You must have been in pretty good shape before your accident. Your muscles are not completely atrophied. Your progress will be faster than most.”


  Amiya lifts my arm again ten more times, coaxing me to help as much as I can. I will do anything this woman asks. She moves to the opposite side of the bed, runs through the same procedure with my left arm. Then with each of my legs.


  I’m exhausted. My eyes twinkle with tiny stars.


  “We made good progress today, Mr. Philip. Very good progress. You rest now. I’ll be back again tomorrow, and every day after that. Will you do something for me when you wake up?”


  Of course I will. I will do anything for you, Amiya.


  “Whenever you think about it, I want you to curl your toes, and to close and open your fingers as many times as you can. This will help your muscles and your circulation. We need to get your hands strong enough to hold a pencil, so you will have a way to communicate with us.”


  My body sizzles with pain, but it’s not the same pain as being wounded, broken, shattered. It isn’t that helpless kind of pain. It’s that burning feeling I got in my legs after skating a long, hard shift and scoring at the end. It’s the little razorblade stings in my lungs after I ran all the way from Plympwright High to Faireville. It’s the acid that boiled in my stomach when the time came to fight.


  My eyelids drop, and I can’t stop myself from sinking back into the tingling pool of darkness, but when I emerge, I’ll be ready to fight again.


  


  Confessional


  I am dreaming of a tall man made of shadows. He stands beside my hospital bed, with his narrow-brimmed hat clasped in his hands like he’s standing before a casket. His long grey overcoat is speckled with melting snowflakes.


  Has so much time passed? Is it winter already?


  I’m pretty sure I am hallucinating. Maybe there are no snowflakes at all, maybe it’s just the morphine. What I thought were snowflakes now just seem to be just flecks in the fabric of the old coat.


  There is a shadowy aura around his body, the opposite of a glow.


  “Hello, Philip.” His rumbling voice resonates against the walls.


  I’m not hallucinating. He is here. It is my grandfather. Or, the man I thought was my grandfather.


  “May I sit down?” he asks, in a diplomatic way.


  It’s not as if I can answer him. Despite what some of his political opponents may have believed, he does not have the ability to read minds; if he did, he would hear mine screaming No! No! You may NOT sit down! Go away! No!


  He settles into the plastic chair beside the bed, and places his hat atop the blue-green hospital blanket that is draped over my legs. He leans forward so I can see his face. He’s wearing a pair of new glasses, with slender gold rims and conservative oval lenses; the eyewear of an elder statesman. I notice he also has four round, dark purple bruises in a horizontal line across one cheek.


  “What do you think of my new spectacles, Philip?” he asks, knowing that I cannot answer. “They’re a compromise, of course. You remember the day they took my licence away. Well, I needed the glasses to get my licence back.”


  Why didn’t you just take the train?


  “It’s not that I particularly need to be able to drive again,” he says. “There are other ways to get around.”


  Maybe he can read minds.


  “I have a plan, Philip,” he says, as quietly as is possible with his thunderous voice. “A plan that will require the use of my car. A plan to make everything right again.”


  Since I can’t move my head or neck, I can only see his face. His fingers are locked together, his chin resting on his thumbs.


  “Philip,” he says, “I imagine that you’ve had a lot of time to think about things.”


  Actually, I’ve spent most of my time unconscious, or watching the walls change colour, or having strangely disturbing dreams about a big, aggressive red ball chasing a frightened little yellow ball to the Peter Gunn theme.


  “I imagine that you’ve been able to put together everything that was said and done before your accident. It was an accident, wasn’t it, Philip?”


  Of course it was an accident. I got on the motorcycle to escape you, not to escape life! If I was the give-up-and-end-it-all type, do you think I would have waited this long?


  “Regardless, I’m glad you survived. It’s a miracle, really, one for which I am very grateful. And I want to prove it.”


  He clears his throat.


  “The English clergyman Roland Allen once said, ‘redemption is inconceivable without truth.’ Well, Philip, before I do what I must do to redeem myself for the mistakes I’ve made, I want to tell you the truth. About everything.”


  If this were a confessional booth, the priest would say something neutral like, “Go on, my child.” I suppose a psychoanalyst would do the same thing. But I cannot. Not only am I unable to speak, but my bloodstream is so saturated with painkillers and sedatives, I can hardly blink or move my eyes.


  “What was said on the night of your accident,” he says, coughing, “is the truth. Your father is not your father. He is your brother. Well, half-brother, technically. And while we’re on the topic, Dennis is, in fact, your full brother, not a half-brother as we had you believe.” He points to the purple-brown knuckle-marks under his left eye. “He did not take it so well when I told him.”


  I suppose if this were a political debate, this line would be a tension-breaker, meant to get a laugh. But I can’t laugh. I can’t respond in any way. All I can do is listen, and all he can do is talk. So, he talks.


  “My first wife was a lovely woman, Philip. Esther was ten years younger than me, and as beautiful as . . . well, I’ve never been much for poetry. She was the most beautiful woman I ever knew, until I met June, your mother.”


  He pauses.


  “Esther died giving birth to your father . . . your brother, I mean. Your half-brother. To my first son, Landon.”


  He’s grown so accustomed to the lie that he’s confusing himself.


  “Afterward, I sold our farm and moved Landon and I into town. I invested in a couple of old buildings on Main Street, a few vacant lots here and there, and, well, you know how that turned out.” A hint of pride pushes through his tone of confessional sincerity. “I got into local politics reluctantly at first. I started out as a School Board trustee only because Landon seemed to be learning nothing at school but how to glue macaroni to paper plates. But once I was into politics I loved it, and I was elected for several terms as a town councilor.”


  He sighs, and drifts into himself for a moment.


  “By the time I won my first term as mayor, Landon was almost twenty, and was excelling in the science program at university. It was at that time that your mother came to work as my personal secretary. It was the ‘seventies then, Philip. You weren’t alive yet. You don’t know what it was like. It felt okay for a fifty-five-year-old public official to have an affair with his twenty-year-old secretary. It felt okay for your father . . . your brother, I mean, to have a homosexual tryst with one of his lab partners, give up science and become an artist. The thing is, of course, that none of those things were okay in Faireville. Those things are still not okay in Faireville. People in Faireville hear ‘artist,’ and they think ‘dirty pinko hippie.’ They hear ‘Scientist,’ and they think ‘respectable professional.’ So I talked Landon into pursuing science instead of art. Perhaps I was thinking more of my own career than of my son’s happiness. Perhaps it was selfish of me, and perhaps I should regret it deeply now. Yes. I regret it.”


  He pauses, as if waiting for some sort of absolution, which of course I cannot give him.


  “I was up for re-election, and rumours were starting to circulate around town about my relationship with June. Even though we were both single, well, with our age difference — can you imagine? Me with a son almost the same age as her? It would have been the scandal of the year. To make matters worse, your father and his, em, friend were caught smoking marijuana together under the exhaust fans in the graduate student laboratory, and both were kicked out of school. Of course, I couldn’t let word get out that Landon had been involved with drugs — in Faireville, one might as well tell people he was involved with Satan. And if his homosexuality ever got out . . . ”


  He stands up and disappears from my sight. From the sound of his footsteps I assume that he’s walked over to the window.


  “So, I made a deal with him. If he would pose as a freshly-minted scientist, and pretend to be June’s new boyfriend, I would buy him the dilapidated old castle on the hill that he’d always admired, and he could get back into his painting, as long as he kept it a secret. It was the perfect solution. He got to do what he really wanted to do, with me paying all the bills, while I went on to win another election, and another three after that, my reputation unblemished. And June and I had an excuse to be seen together.”


  I hear him pacing back and forth across the floor tiles now.


  “June went along with it whole-heartedly at first, but when she got pregnant with Dennis, well . . . it seemed logical to me to have her pose as Landon’s wife, and for us to continue our own relationship in private. Of course, by the time we staged the wedding, June was already showing, so we had to invent a story about a pre-marital tryst, so it wouldn’t look as if Landon had fathered an illegitimate child.”


  He sits back down on the plastic chair, and I can see his face again. He looks ancient, white, like plaster about to crumble.


  “So, that’s the truth,” he says. “Dennis is my son — although sometimes I wonder. He certainly didn’t inherit his disagreeable personality from me. You, Philip, are most definitely my son. Of that there is absolutely no doubt.” He points to the little vertical scar in the middle of his upper lip. “I didn’t get this from a hockey puck. I was born with the same defect as you, it just didn’t manifest itself in such a severe way. They stitched it up when I was still a toddler, and I made up the hockey injury story for the kids at school.” His sobs rattle and echo through room like someone hitting a loose-skinned drum. “It’s all my fault. I did it. I gave you that face. I’m so sorry, my boy, so sorry.”


  I’ve never seen him cry. I’ve never heard of anyone seeing him cry. His contempt for crying is legendary.


  “I did it. I did it to all of you.” He collapses against the bed, his head on my leg. I have no way of telling him how much it hurts. I squeeze the little rubber ball they’ve left in the infant-grip of my right hand, which switches on a light outside the room so they know I need help.


  Bob the PCA appears right away.


  “Sir! Sir!” he barks. “Get off the patient! Now! He’s too delicate for that!”


  I feel the weight lift from my legs.


  “Philip,” Bob says to me, “are you all right? How much pain do you feel?”


  We have a system for this. One blink means some pain. Two means the pain is pretty bad. Three means it is excruciating. I blink four times.


  He injects the tube, which is plugged into the main artery of my left arm, and a dose of cool morphine spreads through me. Escape, sweet escape.


  “I’m going to have to ask you to leave, sir,” Bob says.


  “I’ll do no such thing! This is my grandson. My son. My grandson. My son.”


  “If you’re not sure who he is,” Bob says coolly, “maybe you had better go think about it outside the building.”


  “I will do no such thing.”


  “Oh, I think you will,” says Bob.


  I can see their shadows on the wall. Bob seems at least as tall and a fair bit wider than the old mayor. But maybe it’s just the morphine distorting my perception. Or maybe the man I knew as my grandfather was never as big as I thought he was.


  As Bob escorts him out of the room, Vernon Skyler, my biological father, the man I will probably always still think of as my grandfather, shouts, “I will make things right again! I will do what needs to be done!”


  Bob returns to the room a few minutes later. Or maybe it’s a few hours. I may have passed out for a while.


  “Feeling better now?” he asks. “Drugs doing their job?”


  Yes, they are. My body feels like it is sublimating into vapour. The receding of the pain is as close as I will get to feeling pleasure today.


  Bob gently rolls me over onto my right side, bends and pushes my left knee forward to keep me from rolling backward while I sleep. Every evening, to prevent the dreaded bed sores, he turns me to one side or the other, like meat roasting slowly on a grill. Last night, I simmered into sleep while observing the scenery outside my hospital room window: a parking lot with a couple of garbage dumpsters and a storey-tall propane cylinder. Tonight I’m facing the other direction, and my field of vision is dominated by the fake-wood beside table.


  Between a package of sterile rubber gloves and a box of generic tissues, I see something glint. At first I think it’s just another morphine hallucination, but I close my eyes and open them again, and I know what I am seeing is real.


  There is the worn gold pocket watch, its chain clustered around it, its cover flipped open. I can just barely see the faint letter “S,” and I hear it faintly tick tick ticking. Next to it is its companion jackknife, the small main blade folded out to reveal the words, Stainless Steel.
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  According to my physiotherapist, Amiya, my brother Dennis visits me almost every night, long after visiting hours are over. He just sits at my bedside, holding his head, while I gurgle and hiss through my nightly sequence of morphine dreams and nightmares.


  Other than that one visit from the old mayor, nobody else has come to see me, not my mother, nor the brother who posed as my father for so many years, nor any of my friends, not even Adeline. Her father’s condo is only a few blocks from here; I wonder if she even knows what has happened to me. Dennis has been the only one.


  Tonight is the first night I’ve succeeded in keeping myself awake this late. Dennis looks like he’s aged a decade since the last time I saw him, filming himself having sex with a prostitute on the sofa in his apartment. His fancy business suit is frayed around the edges, and hangs loosely from his bony, slouching body. His hair is long and unkempt. His eyes, once wide with entrepreneurial vigor, have sunken into the dark pools of their sockets.


  When he sees that my eyes are open, he forces a smile onto his downcast face, and says, “Hey, little bro. How ya feeling today?” He points down at the pad of writing paper on my lap, and says, “What’s this? They have to re-teach you your letters?”


  Today Amiya had me print the alphabet, over and over again, to help strengthen my grip, and maybe also to make sure that the blow to my head didn’t make me forget about alphabetical order. My tight, neat cursive writing has degenerated into blunt, shaky block letters that would embarrass a six-year-old. The pencil is still gripped in my gnarled, cramped hand.


  At the bottom of the page full of ABCs is the question I managed to write for Amiya: WHERE IS MY MOTHER?


  She just looked away from me and said, “Oh, your mother is fine, Philip. Don’t you worry about her right now. You just concentrate on getting better.”


  I hope that Dennis will give me a straight answer. I tap my pencil on the pad: WHERE IS MY MOTHER?


  “She’ll come visit as soon as she can, Philip,” Dennis says, sighing, “but her hands are pretty full right now taking care of Michael. I promised her that I’d keep an eye on you in the meantime. I haven’t always told the truth, but I’ve always kept my promises, haven’t I?”


  I know he’s seeking absolution, I know I should write something on the notepad that tells him he’s forgiven, but my pulse is pounding in every wound on my body. My accelerating breath is hissing through the tubes. I grip the pencil in my weak, swollen hand, and slowly scrawl out: MICHAEL?


  “He’s not in very good shape, Philip,” he says, sitting down beside my bed, rubbing his temples with his thumbs. “He’s not really himself any more.”


  Despite the pain it causes, I clench the pencil and scrawl on the pad: HE’S ALIVE?


  “You mean you didn’t know . . . you thought Michael was . . . didn’t Grandpa tell you? He did come here to see you, didn’t he?”


  I’m not sure which question to answer.


  “You know he’s our father, right? I told him he’d better come here and tell you himself. Did he?”


  YES


  “Well, good,” Dennis says. “Can you believe him? I mean, can you? The son of a bitch dropped that bomb on me a couple of weeks ago at the hospital. Right beside Michael’s bed!” He lowers his voice, imitating the old mayor’s rumbling baritone, ‘Oh, by the way, Dennis, just in case you aren’t already fucked up enough, I just wanted to tell you that it’s actually me who’s your father. Okay?’ I punched him right in the face.”


  I know. I saw the bruises.


  “So, sorry about all that step-brother crap, eh? Turns out we’re actual brother-brothers. How about that — there’s a little bit of you in me, and a little bit of me in you.”


  I tap my pencil on the word YES, then over and over on the words


  MICHAEL? HE’S ALIVE? MICHAEL? HE’S ALIVE?


  “Yes, Philip. Michael is alive. He’s still in hospital.”


  Could this be the first time in my life that one of my prayers has been answered? Could there really be a God up there after all?


  My dry eyes cannot make any tears, so I will not cry. I cannot jump up and down, nor can I hug my brother Dennis. I can’t do anything.


  “Hey,” Dennis says, “I’m kinda glad you’re alive, too, y’know.”


  They are the last words I hear before I pass out, but not from pain this time.


  


  Pain and Gain


  While I lie in this hospital bed in Toronto, being fed and emptied through plastic tubes, my classmates at Plympwright District High School are receiving their graduation certificates and tossing their rented mortarboards in the air.


  While I rise into a state of hazy, sedated semi-consciousness, and then fall back into the panic of morphine-induced nightmares, some of my peers go off in search of apprenticeships and jobs, while others leave Faireville for university, to build molecular models and study English literature and debate politics.


  While I make monumental efforts to learn to hold a pencil and feed myself and move my legs again, the rest of them are making new friends, new futures, or just making love.


  Sometimes, when the morphine and sedatives wear off, the pain is so extreme that I wonder if it would just be easier to give up and die. But then I remember one of Captain Quote’s favourite lines from Winston Churchill: ‘When you’re going through Hell, keep going.’


  So I keep going.


  Dennis visits me almost every night. At first he brings books and reads them to me. When my hands are working again, he plays tic-tac-toe with me, to help my fine motor skills improve. Dennis is acting like a real brother now.


  So I keep going.


  One night Dennis arrives with Adeline Brown. She’s lost those ten pounds, and looks more than ever like the billboard model she so wants to be, except that she’s got breasts and hips. “I can’t stay long,” she says, “I’ve got an appointment with my personal trainer in an hour.” She rubs her thin, muscled, goosebump-speckled arms. “Institutional buildings give me the creeps. Always too cold. Too bare. Too sparse.” I suppose I understand why she feels that way.


  Her father bought her a session with a fashion photographer for her birthday, and she leaves a picture of her nearly perfected self on my bedside table, so I can see her and think of her even when she’s not here.


  So I keep going.


  I spend my eighteenth birthday in an induced coma while Dr. Chin and his team perform elaborate surgeries to reconstruct my nose and jaw and teeth. I have no idea if it snows on my birthday. It probably doesn’t matter. My mother is here during the entire procedure. I am vaguely aware of her sitting beside my bed afterward, her long hair brushing my face. My mother is here, at least for the moment, and she still loves me.


  So I keep going.


  Dennis arrives on another night with two guests. The first is my older brother Landon, who I spent most of my life believing was my father. It’s the first time that Dennis, Landon and I have been in the same room together with all of us knowing the truth. I don’t feel angry or resentful or hurt about it anymore; after spending so much time in a hospital room, with only my thoughts to keep me busy, many injustices have been reconciled, much has been forgiven.


  So I keep going.


  Landon introduces me to his boyfriend Arty, with whom he is now living in Toronto. They’ve got a condo near Church and Wellesley. Arty is the same man who went into the windowless basement room with Landon on the night that Dennis and I fired up the Jacob’s Ladder. He wasn’t a “scientific colleague” at all, of course; he had been buying Landon’s paintings to sell at The Arty Gallery, his gallery on Front Street.


  “Lanny’s becoming a pretty good cook,” Arty says, running his palm down Landon’s back. Perhaps this means that Landon has abandoned his “scientifically balanced” midday meal of half a roast beef and tomato sandwich, half a peanut butter and banana, a sliced apple, three broccoli florets, and a tumbler of two percent milk.


  I want to ask him about this, but it’s way too much for me to scrawl onto the notepad, so instead I print: R U HAPPY LANDON?


  He says that he is.


  So I keep going.


  There are more operations: skin grafts, dental surgeries, little cosmetic adjustments to the artificial bone structure from the bridge of my nose to the tip of my chin. Every time they lift me onto that gurney and wheel me into the operating theatre, I wonder if something might go wrong that will end my life. I am acutely aware of how quickly, and with how little warning, things can go wrong. One moment, Michael was celebrating a goal scored. The next moment, he was lying on the ice with a broken neck and back, with blood pouring from his head.


  But he is alive.


  My twin brother is alive.


  So I keep going.
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  Amiya leads me through my workout for the day. She has tied long, thick elastic bands to the rails of my bed, and I work the muscles in my arms and legs by stretching them in different directions.


  “Pull, pull, pull, rest,” Amiya sings out. I believe that her voice has healing powers. “Pull, pull, pull, rest.”


  The elastic bands are colour coded to denote their level of resistance. When we first started using them, my pale blue sausage arms could barely stretch the yellow band, the weakest of the colours; now, I can curl three sets of twenty reps with the blue band, the thickest and strongest of the lot. Although my skin is still creamy white, the bluish tinge has disappeared, and my muscles have redeveloped, albeit in a leaner form than before.


  Lately, Amiya has been taking me three times a week to the physiotherapy room to exercise on the treadmill, the stationary bicycle, and the weight-lifting machines. I’ve just had what will hopefully be the final skin graft over my new face, though, so I’ve been ordered by Dr. Chin to keep my heart rate down until it is finished healing. I can’t wait to use the machines again, to feel that burning in my muscles.


  “Well, handsome,” Amiya says while jotting some notes on the sheet on her clipboard, “you’re becoming strong. You have worked very hard. Soon we will have to free you into the world again.”


  I nod (I can do that now), and say, “Thanks, Amiya. I love you.” It comes out sounding something like “Tanks, A-mah-ah. I wov oo.”


  When I started learning to speak again, Amiya joked that I had to practice telling her that I loved her. It’s nothing inappropriate — Amiya is older than my mother, and has seven children of her own. She’s like the big, cuddly aunt I never had.


  “Do you feel strong enough to do another set?” she asks.


  Although every muscle in my body aches and trembles, I nod yes.


  Amiya wraps the ends of the blue elastics around my wrists, and says, “What’s our mantra, Philip?”


  Other than the P sounding slightly like an F, my reconstructed mouth can say this phrase better than any other: “No pain, no gain.”


  After Amiya comes Dr. Rasfalian-Mapletree, the Speech Therapist. She jokes that once I can say her last name ten times quickly, her work will be done. She lets me call her Rachel for now. It still comes out sounding more like “Way-chell,” but I am getting better with my Rs.


  We begin by exercising my speaking muscles.


  “Smile, kiss, smile, kiss, smile, kiss,” she says, and I do it over and over again, until the muscles around my mouth ache. Now I know how campaigning politicians and new brides must feel.


  Dr. Rasfalian-Mapletree crosses one shapely, nylon-sheathed leg over the other, smoothes the skirt of her trim-fitting professional’s suit, then pushes her fashionable glasses back up her nose with her slender fingers. She does this every minute or so, since her nose isn’t much more than a pointed bump on her face, like a Disney cartoon girl.


  “The rain in Spain flows mainly on the plain,” she says, like she’s speaking along to a ticking metronome.


  I repeat: “Da wain ids Pain fwows mainny aw da pwain.”


  “Good!” she says. “Better every day. You’ve been doing your exercises, haven’t you?”


  I nod.


  “Say it!”


  “Yess. I ‘ave.”


  “Good. Good. This week I want you to concentrate particularly on the tongue and lip exercises for the letters L and H,” she says, somehow making perfect enunciation completely sexy, “and I want you to put some extra effort into practicing the compounds ST and CR, and the blends CH, TH, and SH.”


  Of course I will put in the extra effort. Everything since the accident has taken extra effort. It has been a full-time job just retraining myself to do all of the things most six-year-olds take for granted, like chewing, swallowing, using a pencil, holding cups and utensils without dropping them on the floor.


  “Now, one more time,” Dr. Rasfalian-Mapletree says, “The rain in Spain flows mainly on the plain.”


  I love her as much as I love Amiya, although for rather different reasons. At the end of our session, she says, “I’ve got another book for you,” and she hands me The Metamorphosis and Other Stories, by the Czech writer Franz Kafka.


  “Szank-you” I say. Talking with my new face feels like running a marathon in somebody else’s unlaced work boots.


  “You’re welcome,” she says, then adds, “You could exercise by mouthing the words as you read.”


  I watch her legs as she leaves the room, then I raise the back of my hospital bed and read Kafka for a while; Dr. Rasfalian-Mapletree is the sort of woman who could hand me any book, and I would read it. She has been the star of several vivid, pleasant dreams. Smile, kiss, smile, kiss.


  Kafka’s stark style matches the grey sky outside the window. “May I kiss you then?” he writes. “On this miserable paper? I might as well open the window and kiss the night air.” When my face is numb from mouthing Kafka’s translated words, I put the book aside and watch the snowflakes float past the frosted window pane, lit like falling campfire sparks by the orange streetlights in the hospital parking lot.


  Bob the PCA wakes me when he arrives with my dinner on a tray. Bob used to spoon-feed me like a baby bird, but now I can do it myself. I hardly ever drop the spoon anymore.


  There is a chocolate cupcake on my tray, with white frosting, and a single candle plunged into the centre. Today must be December twenty-first. The Winter Solstice. The official first day of winter. My nineteenth birthday. How did he know? I didn’t realize it myself. I’ve lost track of time.


  “Your mother sends her love and regrets,” Bob says. “She was on her way here, but had to turn back because of the snow.”


  “Izz okay,” I say, “shoon ah weel go vishit her myshelf.”


  There is something new on the bedside table, placed between Michael’s pocket watch, my jackknife, and the photo of Adeline: the 1983 silver dollar that the old mayor gave Dennis when he turned thirteen. He must have left it while I was sleeping.


  After I’ve finished eating my cupcake, I lie back on my hospital bed and hook my hands and feet under the rails, flexing my muscles against the cold metal.


  Every day, my muscles get a little bit stronger.


  Pull, pull, pull, rest.


  Every day, my face hurts a bit less and heals a little bit more.


  Smile, kiss, smile, kiss.


  Every day, my new voice becomes clearer, more confident.


  The rain in Spain flows mainly on the plain.


  As the snowflakes flutter past the window beside my bed, I flex my muscles until they sting, and then I flex them some more.


  Very soon I will be able to walk, talk, eat, drink, and do everything else that other normal human beings do, and then they will set me free among them. Very soon I will leave this place with the important things in my pockets: Dennis’ dollar, Michael’s watch, Adeline’s photograph and the old mayor’s jackknife. Very soon I will walk back out into the world.


  


  Spring, 2008


  Pretty Boy


  I was allowed out of my hospital room a few months ago to move in with Dennis, but I’ve been obliged to return every other day for my physio exercises, speech therapy, and minor adjustments to my facial reconstructions. Now I stand at the hospital’s front desk, with a pen held tightly in my rehabilitated right hand. I sign my name in bold, rolling script: Philip Skyler. My signature looks different than it did before.


  This place has been the centre of my life for two years. Two birthdays. Two Christmases. Two New Year’s. Eight seasons. Twenty-four months. It feels like it’s been a lot longer than that.


  Just one more signature, and I am a free man.


  I turn to face the people who helped me through it all, my surrogate hospital family. They look at me like they are expecting a valedictory address. Maybe this is what my high school graduation ceremony would have felt like.


  “You’re a real success story, kid,” Dr. Chin says, gripping my hand. “Take care of that face. It’s my greatest work, my Mona Lisa, my Ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.”


  Right after my accident, Dr. Chin requested photos of what I looked like before. He took one look at my Van der Woude Syndrome face, and said, “No, no, no. I can’t rebuild your face like that.”


  “Can’t,” I asked him, “or won’t?”


  “Can’t and won’t,” he said. “I’m not sure I can actually reconstruct the bridge of your nose or your jaw like that, and I won’t try it, anyway. My reputation as a plastic surgeon would be ruined. So, I’ll run some computer simulations, based on your own cranial structure, and the facial features of your parents and siblings, to see what your face should have looked like.”


  For a long time I resisted. I had told Adeline that I would never get my face changed. But since Dr. Chin steadfastly refused to make me Monkeyface again, eventually I gave in, and I handed Dr. Chin the photo of the male’s face from the sculpture of The Lovers in Mount Pleasant Cemetery. Adeline had once said, “The beautiful man is what your soul looks like to me.”


  So, I’m leaving the hospital with my original big brown eyes and mess of dark hair, but the rest of my face is new and different, like I’ve traded in an old jalopy for a new Ferrari. I now look a bit like each of my brothers, a bit like my mother, a bit like the old mayor, and a bit like a sculpture of a guy who reminded Adeline of a 1940s Hollywood Movie Star. It’s not a bad blend.


  Dr. Chin finally releases my hand from his confident grip. “I should put your face on my calling card,” he says.


  Bob the PCA also shakes my hand and says, “The world’s your oyster, kid.” Then he says, “Aw, what the hell,” and he hugs me, his palms slapping against my back like wings flapping.


  Amiya embraces me like I’m a soldier son about to head off to a faraway war. She says nothing, just sniffles a few times. I tell her, “I’ll miss you, too, Amiya.”


  Dr. Rasfalian-Mapletree slides her arms around me. It’s the first time I’ve been this close to her. Her hair smells like mint leaves and rose petals; my new nose lets so much more through than the previous cartilage-free version did. “Thanks, Rachel,” I say. “For everything.”


  “That voice of yours is going to melt their hearts,” she says.


  “This voice of yours,” I say back to her.


  “Philip,” she says, “you can go anywhere from here. And you should.”


  I thank each of them once more for all they’ve done, and then I walk out onto University Avenue. The leg muscles that Amiya helped rebuild flex beneath me, and there is a tight feeling in the stomach that Bob the PCA once fed. I hold Dr. Chin’s chin up high. I will carry them with me always. I smile at the world, saying “Good afternoon” to people I pass on the sidewalk, feeling Dr. Rasfalian-Mapletree’s speech therapy on my lips and tongue.


  On King Street I stop at the Beer Bistro for Steak Frites and a few fine beverages. When I haven’t been at the hospital, I’ve spent much of the past few months here; Dennis still uses his apartment to film new “sequences” for his website, and I haven’t been eager to witness that again. I savour the hoppy bitterness of a Czech Pilsner, then the roasty malt body of an English ale. By twilight, I’m into the sweet, complex flavour of a Belgian Trappist Ale, more grateful than ever that my sense of taste has survived intact.


  I wander back to the apartment, swaying slightly, taking a long, ambling route, looking up at the older buildings of stone and brick, up farther at the sharp-edged towers of silvery glass, then straight up at the cottony clouds that reflect the nighttime light of the city. Cutting through a little park just to smell the new spring grass and the freshly turned earth, I roll up my shirt sleeves, let the cool evening air prickle my skin.


  I will never take another sensation for granted.
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  In the morning, after breakfast with Dennis, I meet up with Landon and Arty at this great subterranean pub called C’est What, just up the street from Arty’s gallery. Arty tells me that I’m “a gorgeous boy.”


  After a couple pints of excellent micro-brewed beer, I cross the street and meet Adeline at The Hot House Café for lunch. By the time we leave to retrace the walk we took together two years ago, I’m in a similarly intoxicated state.


  On University Avenue, we pass Gumby Goes to Heaven. This time when we turn up Queen Street, Adeline allows me to lead her into the Eaton Centre, where she helps me pick out some new clothes.


  “You need a new look to go with your new face,” she says.


  I leave looking something like a well-traveled young professor: grey sports jacket, conservatively striped oxford shirt, city-guy jeans. Two similar outfits are in the bag.


  “You look so good,” Adeline raves, as she watches our reflections in mirrored glass. “We look so good. We look like somebodies. Who in Faireville would ever believe it?”


  “I guess I’ll find out soon,” I say.


  “You don’t have to go back there, you know.”


  “Yes, I do. I need to see my family. I need to see Michael.”


  “Well, you don’t have to stay there. You can go anywhere from here,” Adeline says, echoing Dr. Rasfalian-Mapletree’s words. “Faireville is the last place I’d go to begin my life again.”


  “You’re never going back?”


  “Never.”


  “Not even to visit?”


  “Not for anything. Faireville is behind me. The world is ahead of me.”


  Time is running short, so we hail a cab on Yonge Street and jump out at Mount Pleasant Cemetery to revisit the tomb of Captain Fluke, Adeline’s angel with the star in her hair, and the sculpture of The Lovers. There are still no dates of death engraved on the base of the monument.


  “Thanks for giving me some of your face,” I whisper to the male figure.


  “Huh?” Adeline says. “What did you say?”


  “Nothing,” I tell her. “Just talking to myself.”


  We emerge from the cemetery to enjoy an early dinner at Riz, the Asian restaurant where we dined together two years ago. The brushed aluminum and baby-blue façade has been replaced with subtle white marble, and the interior is all-white, too. I order the same things as I did before; each mouthful tastes twice as good as the first time. I marvel again at how much a fully functioning sense of smell adds to the experience of dining.


  “You won’t be eating anything like this in Faireville,” Adeline says. “You won’t be doing anything, either. Try not to die of malnutrition or boredom.”


  “I’ll try.”


  My train will be leaving soon, so we hail another cab, and as we rush along the Bayview Extension and along the streets of the downtown core, I say goodbye to all of the things that Adeline loves, and a few of the things that I have grown to love on my own: The Bloor Street Viaduct. The Luminous Veil. The TTC. Yonge Street. Union Station. The CN Tower. Mount Pleasant. The Flatiron Building. The Hot House. Riz. The Beer Bistro. Gumby Goes to Heaven. C’est What. Dr. Chin. Amiya. Bob the PCA. Dr. Rachel Rasfalian-Mapletree.
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  We stand in the Great Hall of Union Station for a moment. It’s as busy as the first time I came to Toronto, if not more so; it’s early evening, and the workaholic Bay Streeters are commuting home.


  “Can you believe it?” Adeline says.


  “I know. I love the architecture of this place.”


  “No, I’m talking about her,” Adeline says, pointing to a woman scurrying across the floor with an armful of file folders, tugging a Pullman suitcase with her free hand. “I mean, brown shoes with a black dress? Please.”


  I look back up at the tiled, vaulted ceiling, then at the names of places that run around the middle of the wall: FREDERICTON · QUEBEC · MONTREAL · HAMILTON · WINDSOR · SAULT ST. MARIE · SUDBURY · FORT-WILLIAM · REGINA · MOOSE JAW · CALGARY . . .


  “Notice that Faireville isn’t up there?” Adeline says.


  “I’ll come back soon,” I reassure her.


  She studies the marble tile floor beneath her fashionable high-heeled shoes. Her legs are lean and muscular, their contours highlighted by the sheen of her nylons and the skirt that hovers several inches above her knees. While I was in the hospital, Adeline put in a lot of time on the treadmill and the Stairmaster.


  “I guess there’s really no right time to tell you this,” she says.


  “What?”


  “I tried to bring it up earlier, but I just couldn’t do it.”


  “What?”


  “In a couple of weeks I won’t be here. I’m taking a year off from school to travel. My father is sending me on a European tour. He says that travel is the best education. And, frankly, I’m getting a bit bored with Toronto.”


  I don’t know what to say.


  “Hey,” she says, brightening. “Why don’t you come with me? What better way to start you new life? Two beautiful people exploring all the beautiful places in the world!”


  “I can’t,” is all I can say.


  “Why not? The world is big! Life is big! Come share it with me!”


  “I need to see my family. I need to see Michael.”


  “So,” Adeline says, “go see them for a couple of weeks. Then meet me back here, and we’ll fly away together. Say you’ll at least think about it.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  She kisses me on both cheeks, like fashionable city girls do, and scampers out of Union Station and into the great big world.


  I buy my ticket for the last train heading south. As soon as I’ve settled into my window seat, the train lurches forward, and my world begins to shrink.
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  Everyone gets off at Gasberg or before, and I’m the only person on the car for the rest of the trip. The sun set a few stops ago, and I am lulled by the darkness and the clunk-clunk-clunk of the rails beneath the train. Street lamps and the headlights and tail lights of cars cut through the darkness outside the window. The train slows as it passes the little bow-roofed shacks where most of my 8-C classmates used to live.


  Welcome to

  FAIREVILLE

  Population 2061

  “The Cradle That Rocked the Natural Gas Industry”


  Faireville on a Thursday night may not be the destination of choice for savvy railroad tourists, but it’s nice to know that my hometown is still rockin’ the natural gas industry.


  Population 2061. A lot more people have left Faireville than have settled here in the past two years. This makes me think of Adeline in the city. I miss her already.


  I turn my head to read the back of the sign:


  Come on back to

  FAIREVILLE

  “Where you’re only a stranger once!”


  Beyond the reflection of the face I still barely recognize as my own, the town sign shrinks into the darkness. I had promised myself that once I escaped Faireville, I would never “come on back.” Yet here I am again.


  The train screeches to a stop beside the little wooden shack next to a farmer’s field. Faireville Station. I am the only passenger to disembark.


  A dilapidated, hubcap-free Chevrolet sedan sits alone in the small parking lot beside the tracks, its headlights on, engine sputtering. The top-light strapped to the roof tells me that the car is serving the last few hundred kilometres of its life as a TAXI. The driver’s tattooed arm reaches out through the open window, his finger flicks the butt of a cigarette onto the parking lot gravel, and then he sticks his head out and hollers to me, “Where to, buddy?”


  The cab driver is Turner Thrift.


  “Thanks,” I tell him, “but I think I’ll walk.”


  “Not from around here, are ya?” he snorts. “Ain’t nowhere you can walk from here. Yer in the middle of nowhere.”


  “I’m just walking into Faireville.”


  “It’s miles from here,” he lies. “I’ll give ya a flat rate — twenty bucks.”


  “No thanks. I could use the walk.”


  “Suit yourself, Pretty Boy,” he says, dropping the cab into gear with a clank, leaving behind a spray of gravel and a cloud of burnt oil.


  Pretty Boy. Although he meant it as an insult, I can’t help smiling.
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  At the only stoplights in town, I am about to turn from the deserted Faireville Street toward the old mayor’s house, when a familiar voice rings out behind me.


  “Hey, stranger! Are you lost?” She steps into the glow of a gas-well streetlight. Her hair has grown longer, and her eyes are no longer outlined with thick mascara, but otherwise she looks the same as she did in high school. It’s Carrie Green.


  She’s wearing a simple jeans-and-T-shirt combo, rather than the up-to-the-minute fashions she used to favour. In direct violation of the Little Colour Girls Code of Conduct, nothing she is wearing is green.


  “I’m fine, thanks,” I tell her. “Just exploring.”


  “Exploring?” she asks incredulously.


  “I just arrived.”


  “I knew you were a Newbie.” Carrie Green doesn’t recognize me, either, and she’s much less dense than Turner Thrift. “You’re new in town. I’d know you, otherwise. It’s a small place.”


  “Yeah, I’m new here.”


  “Well, welcome to town,” she says, extending her hand. “My name’s Carrie. Carrie Green.”


  I almost tell her that I’m Philip Skyler. I almost tell her that it’s me, Monkeyface. Instead, I take her hand and say, “Nice to meet you, Carrie. I’m Tobias. Tobias Fluke.”


  “That definitely isn’t a local name,” she says. “There’s not much to see at this hour in Faireville. They roll up the sidewalks at five PM around here.”


  “I know. I mean, I noticed.”


  “Anyway, I have to get to work,” she says. Then, “Hey! Why don’t you stop by The Incredible Blues Bar. That’s where I work. Your first drink’s on me.”


  The Incredible Blues Bar. The latest incarnation of The Incredible Bulk, I suspect.


  “Where is it?” I ask, knowing exactly where it is.


  “Just up the street, a bit past where the streetlights end. There’s a gigantic Incredible Hulk out front holding an electric guitar. You can’t miss it.”


  “I’ll try to stop by later,” I say.


  “See you around, then, Tobias,” Carrie Green says.


  I’m not sure what to say back to her. Random flirtation is a new thing for me. I watch her hips sway as she walks away.


  


  Homecoming


  A strange sense of trepidation overtakes me when I knock on the front door to the old mayor’s house and no one answers.


  I knock again. Nothing.


  I try the door. It is unlocked.


  I open it a crack, and call inside, “Anybody home?


  No answer.


  I don’t like this.


  Cautiously, dreading what I might find inside, I push the door open.


  Voices shriek, “SURPRISE!”


  My knees are shaking. I can’t draw a breath.


  “Welcome back to the world, Philip,” Dennis says.


  “I think we actually surprised him!” Landon says. “He’s speechless!”


  It wasn’t Landon, Arty, Dennis and my mother springing out from behind the Edwardian-style sofa that knocked the wind out of me, though; it was the old mayor, sitting in a small chair in a shadowy corner of the living room, half-hidden by the fireplace mantle, wearing not his trademark three-piece suit, but only a tattered white undershirt and striped pajama bottoms. The gold-rimmed glasses are slightly crooked on his face. He is hunched over, shoulders drawn in, chest sunken, knees knocked together, his face cast down, his white hair in tangles. His gnarled, bare toes remind me of the roots of ancient trees.


  “Hi, gran . . . ” I stop myself. We all know that he isn’t my grandfather. I can’t quite bring myself to call him father, though, let alone Dad. So I just say, “Hi” again.


  “Hello, Philip,” he says in a whisper. He doesn’t make eye contact with me or anyone else. It’s as if his skeleton has liquefied inside him, and he can’t straighten himself.


  “Welcome home, Sweetie,” my mother says. Her blouse is frayed and has lost its sheen, and one of the cuffs is held closed with a safety pin. Her hair is streaked with grey, and she looks tired and thin, but she’s still got that characteristic tone in her voice, halfway between a sigh and a song. She’s always had that way of speaking that makes my heart believe that everything is all right, even while my brain knows that it isn’t.


  “I’ll bet you never expected to find us here,” an excited Arty says to me. He is the only person in the room who seems completely real at the moment. “We jumped in my car as soon as we left C’est What. I’ve never driven so fast! I thought I was going to lose control of the car on a couple of those turns heading into town!” He blushes, stutters, “Oh. Oh. I . . . I didn’t mean to . . . ”


  “Let’s go have some cake!” my mother says. She helps the old mayor to his feet and walks him into the dining room. Arty and Landon trail behind them.


  Dennis pats me on the back and says, “Well, come on, Philip. Let’s all go have some cake, just like a big, happy, normal family does.”


  “What’s with the old mayor?” I wonder. “He’s lost weight. And pajamas? Where’s his suit?”


  “The destitute don’t wear suits,” Dennis says. “That’s a direct quote from him.”


  “Destitute?”


  “They’re broke, Philip. In debt up to their eyeballs.”


  “What? How? He’s one of the wealthiest men in Faireville. He owns half the buildings in town.”


  “Faireville is dying,” Dennis says. “All the young people are getting the hell out of here. Didn’t you notice all the closed shops? No businesses, no rent for Grandpa, er, for . . . ” He shakes his head. “You know, I still have trouble with that.”


  “Me too,” I admit.


  “Anyway,” Dennis says, “he’s not wealthy anymore. The medical bills, the cost of replacing stuff that was lost in the fire . . . ”


  “But didn’t the insurance cover all that?”


  “What insurance? He didn’t believe in insurance. ‘There is no insurance in life. There are no guarantees. You can only do what you have to do, and hope that things go your way.’ The lawsuit from the Weirdo Church didn’t help, either.”


  “They sued us?”


  “He refused to renew their lease, so they sued him. Of course they lost, but then they just bailed and left town, leaving him with all the utility and legal bills, and a year of unpaid rent.”


  “How come nobody told me about any of this?”


  “Hey, don’t get mad at me. They made me promise not to say anything to you, and you know I keep my promises. Besides, none of them ever talk about it. Everything is okay now, you know. Everything is normal. We don’t want to see anything for what it really is. We don’t face anything that has happened since the night of your ‘mishap.’ The night that the house ‘caught on fire.’ The night that Michael ‘got hurt.’”


  “Philip! Dennis!” our mother sings out. “Come on boys! Your coffee is getting cold!”


  “Cold coffee,” Dennis says as he heads into the living room. “Now there’s a horror we need to avoid.”


  In the dining room, Mom is slicing into a white-frosted cake topped with the words “Welcome Home Philip” in scrolled red icing. “I know you like the corner pieces,” she says to me.


  “Where’s Michael?” I ask.


  “Oh, Michael and Caitlin will be here soon,” Mom says. “They were hoping that the train would be late, like it usually is. Wouldn’t you know that today would be the one day it would arrive on time.”


  “Wouldn’t you know,” I say, taking a piece of my Welcome Home Philip cake.


  I am about to take my seat in the red, leather-upholstered armchair at the end of the table, when the back door opens and Caitlin Black rushes in through the kitchen. Her red hair is cut short, and she’s wearing a pink hospital uniform.


  “Could one of you guys come out and give me a hand with . . . Philip! You’re already home.” She rushes toward me, embraces me tightly.


  “Hey, Caitlin,” I say. “Are you a PCA now?”


  “A what?”


  Right. They probably still call them ‘nurses’ in Faireville.


  “I’m a student nurse,” she says. “I was lucky enough to get my placement at Faireville District, so I can be close to . . . ” she pauses. “Michael will be so glad to see you! I’ll . . . I’ll go get him.”


  I follow her out through the back door, onto a recently constructed wheelchair ramp. Parked at the bottom of the artificial-turf-covered plywood slope is an old red Econoline van with the words “The ’Bility Bus!” painted in cheerful bubble letters along its side, and “Generously donated by the Faireville Lions Club” under the window of the front door.


  “We were so lucky to get this van,” Caitlin says. “The hospital was going to pay a wrecking yard to take it away, so they gave it to us for nothing. Thank Heaven for small miracles.”


  In elementary school, Grum and Grunt and their gang used to refer to this same vehicle as “The Retard Bus,” and suggested that I should be riding it to school each day. Caitlin slides open the side door and ducks inside. When she emerges again with Michael, I drop my Welcome Home Philip cake. The china plate shatters against the wheelchair ramp.


  My twin brother’s body is bloated like a beached whale. Nylon seatbelts secure his waist, torso, neck and limbs to the wheelchair. His feet are splayed inward at awkward angles, and his pudgy arms are strapped to the pus-green armrests. His head lolls from side to side, his jaw is slack, and his tongue pokes out over his bottom lip.


  Michael’s once architecturally perfect face is almost unrecognizable. His strong cheekbones and square jaw are buried under pale white jowls. His sky-blue eyes are concealed behind swollen, half-closed eyelids. Only his straight, chiseled nose remains, poking out from the wreckage.


  Oh, Michael. You were the handsome one. “He made some good progress today,” Caitlin says. “He was able to lift three fingers in order, and he’s developing more control over his eye and head movement. His doctor is pleased.”


  My legs are turning to rubber. I feel like the teenager who consumed two bottles of wine and smoked a Cuban cigar. I grab the handrails of the wheelchair ramp.


  “He’s pretty tired out, though,” Caitlin says, stroking his hair. “Rehabilitation is hard work. But I don’t have to tell you that. You’ve made an impressive recovery, Philip.”


  Oh, Michael. You were the positive one. You were the resilient one. “He can only move his fingers and eyes?” I am finally able to say.


  “The thumb, index, and middle finger of his right hand,” Caitlin says. “His doctor thinks he’ll be able to manipulate one of those yes/no joysticks one day, which will make it a lot easier to communicate with him.”


  And I thought it was tough when I had to communicate with pencil and pad.


  “It’s already more than they thought he’d ever be able to do,” she says, and leans over to kiss him on the forehead. “It’s a miracle, really.”


  Oh, Michael. You were the talented one. You were the kind one.


  A guttural, gurgling roar explodes from Michael, like he’s choking to death. It makes me jump.


  “He says he’s glad to see you,” Caitlin says.


  There is another burbling eruption from my twin brother.


  “He says you look good. He was expecting a lot worse.”


  Oh, Michael. You always knew the right thing to say. You always knew the right thing to do.


  This should have been me.


  “I wouldn’t have even recognized you, Philip,” Caitlin says, “except for your eyes.”


  Oh, Michael, Michael. This should have been me. This should have been me.


  I can’t cry in front of Michael. He’s never seen me cry. I can’t do it. I won’t. “I need to go for a walk,” I say. “I need to get some air.”


  I stumble down the wheelchair ramp, past Caitlin and Michael, past The ‘Bility Bus, and once again I find myself running down Faireville Street, fleeing my family.


  


  Undercover Blues


  When I pass through town this time, I notice how little business is actually going on in the Downtown Business District. Many of the shops are empty, their interiors strewn with debris, display windows dusty, front doors secured with padlocks and chains. Every third streetlight is burned out. Faireville is a dying town.


  The parking lot of The Incredible Blues Bar, the latest incarnation of The Incredible Bulk Food Store, is packed; it appears that booze is a lot more popular in Faireville than chocolate-covered raisins and dried banana chips ever were. The Incredible Hulk sign now holds a painted-plywood electric guitar in his meaty hands.


  The lettering on the backlit sign above the saloon-style door reads:


  THURSDAY = HOMECOMING NITE

  LIVE MUSIC CB + THE BLUES DEFENDERS

  FIRST DRINK FREE


  “Homecoming Nite.” It’s that time of year, I suppose, when my former classmates from Plympwright District High School will return home from college for the summer. I’m not sure I’m in the mood for a reunion just now, but the sign says “First Drink Free,” and I sure could use one. Or six.


  A guy about my age holds open the swinging doors. “After you, buddy.” It’s Michael’s old pal Brian Passmore.


  The inside of the place has that shadowy, neon-lit feel of a true roadhouse saloon. Glasses clink, billiard balls clack. Shoulder-to-shoulder bodies generate heat, humidity, and the rumble of conversation, as if magma is bubbling beneath the floorboards.


  There is a platform stage at the opposite end of the long room, crowded with a drum set, an electric piano, several electric guitars and an upright bass. At centre stage is one of those old-fashioned chrome-and-mesh studio microphones. A banner mounted on the wall behind the drums reads: “C.B. and the Blues Defenders.”


  Reminders of the building’s previous incarnations are everywhere. Rust-speckled signs for fertilizer and feed corn from its days as a Co-Op farm supply store are nailed to the barn-board walls, and the life-sized plastic Superman from The Incredible Hulk Comic Book Shop stands guard inside the saloon doors. Bins from the Incredible Bulk Food Emporium are filled with peanuts-in-the-shell, wearing signs that instruct customers to “Toss the Shells — C.B. will sweep ‘em up!”


  A long, hardwood-topped bar runs the length of one wall, the mirror behind it reflecting hundreds of bottles standing like soldiers. The smell of charcoal smoke and sizzling barbecue sauce drifts out from the kitchen door at the far end of the bar. I push my way through the crowd and sit down on the only empty stool at the bar. Beside me sits a lone man, hunched over a book with his back to me. Without looking up from his reading, he raises his empty wine glass and shakes it by the stem.


  “Come on!” he groans. “I’m as dry as a popcorn fart over here!”


  It’s Anthony Caldwell-Wheelwright. The book in front of him is titled Martin’s Annual Criminal Code, 2008. Apparently he’s following in his lawyer father’s footsteps.


  Anthony doesn’t recognize me.


  “For crying out loud, Cecil!” Anthony barks, slapping the book closed. “Do I have to come back there and pour it myself?”


  Cecil Bundy turns from the sink and says, “For the hundredth time, Anthony, everybody calls me C.B. now.”


  He ambles over to where Anthony sits, and fills his glass from the last quarter of a wine bottle. It’s a high-end Australian Cabernet; I’m surprised to see such a quality wine being served in this kind of establishment.


  “Hey!” Anthony complains, “Don’t overfill it! Good wine needs air space!”


  “The bottle’s almost empty,” Cecil says. “And you bitch at me when I waste any.” He turns to me. “Hi there. What can I get you?”


  Cecil doesn’t recognize me, either.


  His lisp was eliminated by the vocal coaching he received for his roles in all those high school musicals, but now Cecil’s stutter has disappeared as well.


  I gesture toward Anthony. “Whatever he’s having looks good.”


  “Oh, um . . . ” Cecil says, “he actually brings in his own wine to drink here. My house wine isn’t good enough for him.”


  “I’d rather drink warm piss than the swill the rubes in this joint will settle for,” Anthony opines.


  “That can be arranged,” Cecil says.


  I turn to Anthony. “Want to sell me a bottle of the good stuff? Or I can replace it later tonight with something equally good.”


  Anthony rolls his eyes. “The Faireville liquor store doesn’t sell anything good. They could peddle after-shave lotion and mouthwash, and the hicks in this town would guzzle it down.”


  “And to think that in high school they thought you were a snob,” Cecil says.


  “Oh, I am a snob,” Anthony says. “And I’m proud of it.”


  I am really in the mood for a decent glass of wine, so I offer, “How about I trade you for a bottle of 1990 Petrus? Or maybe a nice Mouton-Rothschild?”


  Anthony’s jaw drops. “Get outta here. There is no way in hell you can get those wines.”


  “I know where I can get hold of several bottles of each.”


  “No you can’t.”


  “Yes, I can. Without leaving town.”


  “You’re full of it.”


  “I’m a man of my word.”


  Anthony stares at me for a moment, trying to decide whether or not I’m just another one of the average humans he so despises. Finally, he shrugs and says, “So nice to meet another civilized person. Rare in these parts.” He extends his hand for me to shake, which I know is a grand gesture coming from an avowed misanthrope like him. “Anthony Caldwell-Wheelwright.”


  Although it feels a bit like we’re back at our cafeteria table at PDHS, I decide it might be amusing to go incognito for now. “Tobias Fluke,” I say.


  “So, 1990 Petrus, eh? That stuff goes for thousands at auction.” Anthony turns to Cecil and says, ceremoniously, “Barkeep, this fine gentleman may drink as much of my private reserve as his belly can hold.”


  Cecil reaches under the bar, and removes a bottle identical to the previous one. He unceremoniously peels back the foil cover and is about to ram the tip of a winged corkscrew in, when Anthony cries out, “Jesus, Cecil! That piece of crap always leaves cork bits in the wine! Invest in a decent corkscrew, would you? You got the building for free!”


  I pull out my jackknife and flip out the corkscrew. “I’ve got one.”


  Cecil shrugs and hands me the bottle, and I uncork it with one swift pull.


  Anthony clinks his glass against mine and says, “Cheers.”


  “Cheers,” I reply.


  He opens his law book, and turns his back on me again.


  Cecil reaches across the bar and nudges Anthony.


  “For Chissakes, Cecil, I’m trying to read!”


  “Well, speaking of Chrissakes,” Cecil says, gesturing toward the pool tables on the other side of the room, “look who’s having a solo game of billiards.”


  “Holy crap,” Anthony says, “is that Bradley Vangelis? He looks like shit.”


  “I think he’s going by Bradley Miller again.”


  “Probably a good idea,” Anthony says.


  Bradley is alone at one of the pool tables, robotically shooting the balls directly into the pockets with the rental cue, then racking them up and doing it all over again. He seems to have lost weight since I last saw him being led by a policeman out of the basement of our old house. Maybe, like with Adeline, his Tabernacle outfit made him appear bulkier than he really was. Now he’s wearing a plain T-shirt and blue jeans. His face is gaunt and shadowy, and he moves in a twitchy, spastic way.


  Two young men saunter in through the swinging door. I’ve never seen the first guy before, but the second one I know all too well. It’s Trevor Blunt. He hasn’t changed a bit.


  Cecil barrels out from behind the bar and runs at them, shouting, “NO! NO! NO! Turn right around and get OUT!”


  “Aw, c’mon C.B.,” Trevor says in a wheedling tone, as he pulls a chair out from under a table, “we’re just here for a few beers.”


  “No way, Trevor,” Cecil says, pointing to the door. “Get the hell out of here.”


  “Seriously, Tubby,” the other guy says, “if we wanna hang out here, what are you gonna do to stop us? Sit on us?”


  Cecil folds his arms over his big belly. He turns toward the kitchen door and hollers, “DOGGER!”


  Looking bigger and angrier than he ever did sitting on the bench as the underplayed backup goalie for the Faireville Blue Flames, a sweaty Brandon Doggart emerges from the kitchen, wearing a hair net and a white chef ’s apron. He shakes off his oven mitts and drops them on the nutshell-speckled floor.


  “I was going to let Dogger keep cooking until the band goes on,” Cecil says, sounding more like a bar owner named C.B. than ever, “but I can put him on Bouncer Duty now if you boys want.”


  “So what?” Trevor’s colleague wheezes, “What’s one guy gonna do against the two of us?”


  “I think you’ll find that Dogger’s bite is much worse than his bark,” Cecil says calmly. “Wouldn’t you agree, Trevor?”


  During the melee that followed the hits on Michael by Graham and Grant Brush, Brandon Doggart took out his frustrations on several teammates, reserving an especially thorough pummeling for Trevor Blunt.


  “Fine, fine!” Trevor says. “We’re leavin’ already.”


  As soon as Trevor Blunt and his sidekick have retreated, Bradley Miller puts down his pool cue and slinks out after them through the swinging doors.


  Cecil returns to his spot behind the bar and says, “Okay, Dogger, thanks.”


  Brandon picks up his oven mitts and returns to the kitchen. At least now he has a better nickname than “Dogfart.” “Troublemakers?” I have to ask.


  “Drug dealers,” Cecil says. “They know I don’t put up with that crap in here.”


  “They’re just trying to cash in on the home-for-the-summer university student market,” Anthony interjects. “Just like you, eh, Cecil?”


  “But the chemically simulated joy I purvey is legal,” Cecil says, tapping the cover of Anthony’s Martin’s Annual Criminal Code. Bradley Miller eventually drifts back into The Incredible Blues Bar, stepping lightly as if he is made of vapour. Apparently he’s replaced pseudo-religious euphoria with chemical hallucinogens, which explains his skeletal frame and sunken, concave face.


  Anthony rolls his eyes at Bradley, and then raises his wine glass to me. “To chemically simulated joy,” he says.
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  A female voice cuts through the din. “Tobias!”


  I spin around on my barstool to see Carrie Green emerge from the dense crowd. She’s dressed the same as when I saw her earlier this evening, but now a waitress’s apron hangs from her hips. Lara Lavender trails behind her.


  “How long have you been here?” Carrie shouts to me through the noise. “Sorry I didn’t find you sooner. It’s crazy busy in here.”


  “Ahem!” Lara Lavender grunts. It looks as if an entire team of stylists and makeup artists worked on her all day. Her black leather mini skirt hovers just millimetres below her crotch, and her large breasts are pressed together so that they practically generate their own gravity. Her stretchy lavender top is so sheer and tight I can see the goosebumps on her areolas.


  The skirt is just a bit shorter, and the top is just slightly more revealing than the last outfit I saw Adeline wear. It’s but one small step from sexy to slutty.


  “Oh, sorry,” Carrie says. “This is a friend of mine from high school. She’s just home from college.”


  “University, darling,” Lara corrects her, “not college.”


  Lara pushes past Carrie and stands before me like a billboard model, hands on her hips, thrusting her breasts forward in case I hadn’t already noticed them.


  “So, you’re the hot Newbie Carrie’s been going on and on about,” she says. “For a change she’s right!”


  “Um, thanks,” I say.


  “I’m Lara.”


  “Tobias.”


  “I know,” Lara says. “So, where do you go to school?”


  “Oh, I did my undergrad at Yale, and I was working on my Masters at Harvard when my business suddenly took off.”


  Over my shoulder, I see Anthony Caldwell-Wheelwright at the end of the bar shaking his head.


  “Oh my GAWD!” Lara shrieks. “What fraternity do you belong to? I rushed the Kappa sorority last year, but eventually I pledged with the Delts, ‘cause there are so many Beta boys around all the time! You must be a Beta, right?”


  Carrie looks at the ceiling.


  “Don’t let me keep you from your job, sweetie,” Lara says to her. “In fact, why don’t you bring us some tequila shots!”


  “Oh, Lara,” Carrie says, “you’ve had a lot to drink already.”


  “TEQUILA!” Lara shouts, mimicking the one-word chorus of the old pop song. “Three for him, and three for me!”


  “Oh, no thank you,” I stammer. “I’m more of a wine and beer guy.”


  “BORRRR-INGGGG!” Lara cries, just as The Blues Defenders kick into their first song, an upbeat instrumental. “AAAAAIIIIIEEEEE!” she screams, “Let’s go dance!” She grabs me by the wrist and tows me toward the dance floor, with Carrie trailing behind us. Since I’ve never really danced before, I just sway back and forth to the music while both Lara and Carrie bounce and gyrate around me.


  “Don’t you have tables to wipe or something?” Lara snaps at Carrie.


  “I’m on my break,” Carrie retorts.


  Lara locks her eyes on mine and licks her lips, twisting back and forth, leaning forward to give me a good view of her cleavage.


  Carrie dances off to one side, just within my peripheral vision. She closes her eyes, tosses her long hair, and lets the music wash over her body, the bassline spiraling around her hips and legs, the beat of the drums guiding her shoulders and arms, the melody of the lead guitar kissing at her open lips.


  The keyboardist coos into her microphone, “Are you ready to hear some bluuuuuuues singin’ now?”


  The crowd responds with a cheer.


  “Who is it that you wanna hear?”


  The crowd chants, “C.B.! C.B.! C.B.!”


  “I’m not sure he can hear you callin’!” the keyboardist coaxes.


  Everyone screams, “C.B.! C.B.! C.B.!”


  Cecil Bundy steps up behind the silver vocal microphone at centre stage, now wearing a slick, black three-piece suit. There is a roar from his gathered fans as he begins to sing in his deep, rich baritone:


  I got the blues I got the blues you see


  ‘Cause I’m under cover


  And I wanna gitcha


  Under the covers with me


  I got the blues


  I got the Undercover Blues


  “C.B. wrote this song himself!” Carrie hollers to me.


  “We went to high school with him,” Lara adds. “He sooooo rocks!”


  I never would have imagined this: two of the Little Colour Girls praising the talents of Cecil Bundy, the kid they used to call Baby Bulk and tease for his weight and stutter, while they writhe and spiral and shake their physical assets to compete for the attention of the guy they used to call Monkeyface. It’s like a strange dream.


  People clap and cheer as the song winds down, and Cecil says, “Whaddya say we get a little slow and grindy for the next one . . . ”


  Lara Lavender grabs me around the waist and pulls me against her. “Ooh,” she says, “wanna get slow and grindy with me?”


  “Actually,” I say, glancing over at Carrie, who is already retreating, “I’d like to have this dance with Carrie, since she invited me.”


  Lara shrugs and says, “Your loss.” Then she hollers, “TEQUILA!” and pushes her way toward the bar, swaying and undulating excessively.


  “Sorry,” Carrie says, as she reaches up to place her arms around my neck, “my friend is kind of . . . ” Her voice trails off as my palms settle onto the gentle curve of her hips; I could almost wrap my hands right around her slight waist. “She’s not really my friend, even,” she says. “Our mothers are friends.” As the gentle rhythm of the song gradually swells into the first chorus, she pulls her body close to mine. “Is she watching?”


  “Do we care?”


  She’s wearing heels tall enough that the contours of her small body fit perfectly against my tall frame. One small, hard breast tucks in under the cleft between my pectoral muscles. Her groin brushes gently against my thigh with each downbeat. She is so warm. She smells like fresh peaches and baby powder. She dances with her eyes closed. “Thanks,” she says. “I haven’t danced like this for a long time.”


  This is so strange. I want to thank her, to tell her that I’ve never danced like this, I’ve only ever watched from the sidelines as other people danced. I want to thank her for being close to me, for sharing her shape, her texture, her scent, her colour. But then I remember that I am not Philip Skyler. I am Tobias Fluke, and Tobias Fluke has been all over the world. He has been to Yale and Harvard. He has danced with lots of women.


  So Tobias Fluke simply says, “You’re welcome.”


  There is a tap on my shoulder.


  It’s Sam Simpson.


  “Mind if I cut in?” he says darkly. He pushes himself between me and Carrie, and glares at her. “So, you won’t go out with me, but you’ll get all fuckin’ slutty with the first Newbie who walks in off the street?”


  “Sam,” Carrie says, “I told you before, I’m not . . . ”


  He grabs her arm and tows her to the centre of the dance floor. “Don’t make me look like a fuckin’ idiot, Carrie,” he says. “You can finish this dance with me.”


  “Excuse me,” I say to Sam, “but . . . ”


  He jabs a fat finger in my face. “You don’t wanna fuck with me, pretty-boy. Just walk away while you still can.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Listen, buddy, either you walk off this dance floor right now, or you and me are gonna go outside and have a little talk.”


  “So let me see if I’ve got this straight,” I ponder, rubbing my reconstructed chin. “My first choice is to simply walk away and abandon the attractive young woman with whom I’ve been dancing. And my second choice is to go outside with you to discuss the situation, and presumably whoever pleads their case most reasonably gets to return and continue dancing. These are my choices, yes?”


  “Are you for fucking real?”


  “Well then, option two seems to me like the most gentlemanly thing to do. So, let’s go, then.”


  “Tobias,” Carrie pleads, “you don’t have to do this. Sam, I’ll dance with you this one time, but you have to promise not to . . . ”


  “I’m sure this won’t take long,” I tell her. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Don’t count on it,” Sam says to Carrie. Then he turns to me, smirking. “By the way, I was the enforcer for my junior hockey team.”


  Sam’s memory seems to be failing him. As I remember it, in our junior season I replaced Sam as the ceremonial enforcer of the Blue Flames when he jumped me during a practice skate, and I left him lying semi-conscious on the ice.


  “You are so fuckin’ dead, asshole,” Sam Simpson snarls.


  So dead at recess, Monkeyface.


  A few of the bar’s patrons follow behind Sam and me, but Brandon Doggart stops them at the door and says, “Mind your own business. Turn around.” They do as they are told.


  I’ve just stepped through the swinging doors when Sam Simpson kicks the back of one of my knees. I should have expected him to fight dirty. I stumble, but spring back up and spin around to face him. Amiya’s conditioning exercises have made me nimble and strong. Sam grunts as he jabs at my face. I duck the punch. I’ve got to protect my face. He could knock loose my synthetic teeth, dislocate the rebuilt plastic bones. When I was Monkeyface, I never worried about my face in a fight.


  “You must think you’re something, eh?” he says. “Not for long.”


  Watch you don’t lose a finger or an eye, Monkeyface.


  He swings at my face again. I block it with my forearms. He tries to kick me in the balls, but I catch his booted foot between my thighs. He stumbles backward, and I have to laugh.


  “You like that, faggot?” he says. “You like it when a guy touches you there?”


  Ass Fag. Faggot Monkeyface.


  Nothing has changed. His punches are as predictable as ever. He swings and swings and swings, and I just keep blocking and dodging and deflecting until he’s tired, just like the last time.


  Swaying now, gasping for breath, Sam grunts, “What the fuck are you smiling about, you fuckin’ fa . . . ?”


  I pound him hard with my right fist. His face explodes, just like when I hit him in the face with the mud bomb in grade eight, but with blood this time. He stumbles backward, wobbling like a spinning top losing its inertia.


  Siddown, Cecil, before I re-arrange your face!


  My next punch folds his nose over sideways.


  Hey, Adeline! Yeah, I’m lookin’ at you, you ugly cow!


  Right left. Bang bang. Both his eyes roll back, the lids drop.


  I grab his shirt and throw him down on the parking lot gravel. It has ended the same way as when he jumped me at hockey practice years ago.


  As I step over his fallen body, I say, “Déjà vu, Simpleton?”
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  When I burst out of the men’s room after washing Sam Simpson’s blood off my hands, my arteries are still crackling with adrenaline. Cecil and his band are tearing through a fast shuffle number, and the dance floor is alive with bodies. I push through the sweaty mass, but I can’t find Carrie anywhere. I weave around the tables, scan the billiard area, and then I maneuver through the crowded room to the bar, where Anthony Caldwell-Wheelwright is still sitting.


  “Hey!” I holler above the din of the throbbing music, “Did you see the girl I was dancing with a few minutes ago?”


  He glances up from his reading. “Not sure,” he hollers back. “I think she may have left with her bimbo friend. Lara was pretty loaded.”


  As I head for the exit, I notice that two skinny, scraggly-haired bums have cornered Bradley Miller at his pool table.


  “Come on, Bradley, ol’ bud!” the first bum wheezes. “We’ll even give you a free cut of the shit. You could use another dime tonight, eh?”


  “Yeah, man,” says the other ragged character. “Promise we’ll pay ya back.”


  “Promise?” Bradley says. Now that he’s come down from his drug high, he looks like his eyes are about to be sucked into the shadows of his face.


  “Promise,” the first bum says.


  Bradley hands a fistful of cash to one of the two skinny hairballs, and they turn and scurry toward the exit, one of them braying, “Suck-AAAAAHHHH!”


  The hairs on my forearms and the back of my neck stand on end.


  The adrenaline already thundering through my veins surges, like floodwater blasting over a riverbank.


  I’m shaking.


  My face is burning.


  My knuckles are burning.


  My whole body is burning.


  The two dirty, wild-haired bonesacks are Graham and Grant Brush.


  


  From the Ashes


  The harsh halogen glow of the parking lot light distorts their faces into grotesque baroque gargoyles. They are no longer identical; Graham’s nose is bulbous and slightly crooked, and Grant flashes straight, white, artificial teeth. Their revised features were caused by my own fists. I’ve still got the scars on my knuckles.


  They huddle together between two parked cars. Graham holds the joint between his yellowed thumb and finger, takes one last pull and then flicks the ember away. His eyes are glassy, his lips twisted into a lopsided smirk.


  His brother Grant’s eyes are like the slits of a serpent, his bottom lip curled up in his trademark predatory sneer, the same expression he wore when he knelt on my thighs on that cold playground in grade eight, slugging me in the stomach and hollering, “EIGHT! NINE! TEN!”


  Outside the Incredible Blues Bar and Grille, my body trembles with adrenaline and hatred as I slide my hand into the front pocket of my jeans and take out my jackknife, flipping out the longest blade. I could rush out of the shadows right now, slash at Grant’s face, send his lips, nose, ears flying from his face, plunge the blade into his heart, twist it, pull it out, chop his throat open, and then turn on Graham before Grant’s body hits the gravel. I’d finish by booting both of them in the ribs.


  A kick for when you’re sick. A punch to eat your lunch.


  Grum and Grunt giggle and wheeze as they weave through the parked cars and out onto Faireville Street. I wait until they are almost beyond the range of my night vision before I start after them. I want to take them by surprise. I want them to feel what Michael felt.


  The bump and wail of Cecil’s blues band recedes into the night. I’m expecting they will head for Jackie Snackie’s, where the druggies traditionally hang out, so I am surprised when they turn at the former Tabernacle of God’s Will and start climbing the hill.


  No music ever poured through the doors of this windowless monolith. No light ever shone out from inside. Probably nobody ever even smiled in there. Only the shadows of the letters remain where the words have been pried from the concrete walls. The doorway has been double-padlocked from the outside, and the video camera removed from its bracket above. The parking lot is overgrown with weeds. The protest trailers have been towed away, replaced with small signs staked into the perimeter which read NO TRESPASSING — PRIVATE PROPERTY.


  “Forgive us our trespasses,” I say.


  The laneway up to the site of my former home is also overgrown with weeds. Spires no longer poke up above the trees at the top of the hill. The Jacob’s Ladder accomplished what the torches of the Tabernacle interlopers could not.


  All that remains of my former home are the stone exterior walls. The roof burned. The turrets collapsed. None of Landon’s paintings survived the fire. His model airplanes burned to ashes. His brass telescopes and Ham radio melted in the inferno. Everything inside rose and fell again as ashes.


  Graham and Grant pull back the sheet of plywood where the front door used to be, and I think of Michael lying on the ice, motionless, gushing blood. I see him in his wheelchair, bloated, immobile, no longer able to do any of the things that made him who he was. Graham and Grant Brush, tonight is the last night of the rest of your lives.


  As I get ready to follow the smell of burning marijuana into the ruins of our little castle, my jackknife held out before me, the moonlight that illuminates the scorched stone walls casts another shadow. “Don’t do it, Philip,” he says.


  I tighten my grip around the handle of my jackknife, hide it behind my back.


  “I think you’ve had too much wine, buddy,” I say.


  “I know who you are, Philip.”


  “Go home, pal. You’re drunk.”


  “I recognized the jackknife at Cecil’s bar,” he says. “Come on, Philip. Give it up. I know it’s you. You were my best friend.”


  I’m stunned. I thought Anthony was merely indifferent to anyone he didn’t outright despise. I never suspected that he thought of anyone as his “best friend.”


  “The jackknife,” he says. “The one you’re holding behind your back right now. You opened the wine with its corkscrew. You’ve been carrying that thing around for as long as I’ve known you. Listen, Philip,” he says, “I know you’re angry. I know you think they’ve got it coming. But I want you to put the knife away and get out of here.”


  The smell of marijuana smoke trickles out from behind the plywood door. I can hear Grum and Grunt giggling inside. The jackknife handle is pressed against my palm.


  “You had better go now, Anthony.”


  “Don’t do it, Philip,” Anthony says. “Just move on. Look at Cecil! Brandon Doggart used to always make fun of him, and Cecil’s hired him to be the cook and bouncer at his place. Just forgive and forget.”


  “Forgive and forget? Graham and Grant didn’t just make fun of me, Anthony. They crippled my brother. They paralyzed him.”


  “Yes, they did. Those two morons wanted so badly to win a ten-dollar hockey trophy that they hit Michael to put him out of the game. I don’t think they intended to hurt him as badly as they did.” Anthony eyes the knife in my hand. “But you do intend to hurt them, don’t you, Philip?”


  I say nothing.


  “See, in the eyes of the law, killing someone with intent is bad. Very bad. But don’t take my word for it — look it up.” He holds up his copy of Martin’s Annual Criminal Code. “And killing two people with intent? Whew.”


  “Are you going to call the police on me?”


  “No,” he says.


  “Then get lost.”


  “I won’t have to call the police. You think Graham and Grant are just going to stand quietly while you slice them up? No matter how stoned they are, they’ll scream and yell and fight back. And all the other morons in this town will come running to watch. And then what are you going to do? Kill all the witnesses, too?”


  “I’ll run.”


  “And you don’t think anyone on the street will notice you? A guy running up Faireville Street with blood on his hands? Sure, no problem. That happens every day here.”


  “Just go, Anthony.”


  “Even if there are no witnesses, the police will find one of your hairs or something, and they’ll match the DNA to you. Even the schlubs on the Faireville Police force can send evidence to a lab.”


  “They got away with it, Anthony. Someone has to make them pay.”


  “They have paid, Philip. They continue to pay. Everyone in the arena that day saw what they did, and everyone knows that their father made some kind of deal to protect them. His ass got ejected from the mayor’s office so fast there was a vapour trail. The Brushes live in constant shame.”


  “They don’t deserve to live at all.”


  “Graham and Grant are drug-addicted, slack-jawed losers, and their father is a distrusted, alcoholic snake. Don’t let them out of their sentence early. Make them serve their time.”


  I turn the jackknife handle over and over in my hand.


  “Listen, Philip. I hate morons and bullies, and I hate the stupid, terrible things they do. I hate them. But, do you know what’s better than getting even with them? Getting ahead.” He takes a step toward me. “Your grandfather likes quotes, right? ‘Live well. It is the greatest revenge.’ It’s from The Talmud.”


  “You’ve read The Talmud?”


  “Philip, I’m in Pre-Law. They make us read everything.” Anthony is face-to-face with me now. “You’ve got a new face. Pretty good, by the way. You’ve got a new voice. And your proNUNciAtion is imPECcable. You can go anywhere from here. Don’t make your next stop a prison cell, okay?”


  You can go anywhere from here. Dr. Rachel Rasfalian-Mapletree said the same words to me when I left the hospital. Adeline said them at the Eaton Centre.


  “Don’t get even,” Anthony says to me. “Get ahead.”


  I kick at the dirt. Something glints in the moonlight at the tip of my toe.


  I drop down and pluck the burnished-gold object from the soil. It is a tiny finder scope from one of Landon’s handmade reflector telescopes. Although the brass is discoloured from the heat of the fire, I can still see through it when I hold it up to my eye.


  Something from Landon’s past did survive. I slip the little scope into my front pocket.


  “Want to share another bottle of wine?” Anthony asks.


  “Okay,” I say, and we walk down the hill together, away from the ruins of my old home, past the empty shell of the Tabernacle of God’s Will, and toward the roar of music and excited chatter that echoes from The Incredible Blues Bar.


  “Okay, Anthony,” Cecil says, “you and your new best buddy here are gonna have to take it somewhere else. It’s way past last call. I need to lock up for the night.”


  “Cecil,” Anthony says, “It’s Philip.”


  Cecil takes a closer look at me.


  “It’s me, Cecil,” I say to him. “It looks like we both survived, eh?”


  He bursts into tears. Good Old Cecil.


  The three of are sitting together at the bar, sharing stories from the past two years, as well as another bottle of Anthony’s delicious wine, when Carrie Green rushes into the empty barroom. “Hey, C.B,” she pants, “I left my purse behind when . . . Tobias!”


  “Hi, Carrie,” I say, reverting to my Tobias Fluke voice. I’m shocked by the weirdly strong physical attraction I feel for her right now.


  “Thanks for standing up to Sam,” she says. “I’m glad he didn’t hurt you. He enjoys hurting people.”


  “He didn’t hurt me.”


  She blinks, then pulls my face to hers, kissing my lips slowly and gently.


  “Please!” Anthony yelps, rolling his eyes emphatically. “Get a room!”


  “Want to?” Carrie whispers in my ear.


  Maybe I’ve had too much to drink, but I do want to.
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  Carrie closes the door to her apartment above The Goode Faith Gift Shoppe, and lunges at me, smashing her face into mine, her tongue writhing wildly inside my mouth. She gasps for air, says, “I want you, Tobias.”


  She pushes me into the living room, kissing my mouth, my earlobes, my neck.


  “You are so sexy,” she says between kisses, “and the fact that you don’t . . . seem to know it . . . makes you . . . even . . . sexier.”


  Of course, I am aroused beyond description, but still I stutter, “Are . . . are you sure this is . . . ?”


  “I’m not looking for a long-term commitment here, Tobias,” she says, her fingers nimbly unbuttoning my shirt, pushing it from my shoulders. “I just want you. And you want me too, don’t you?”


  She was one of the Little Colour Girls. She used to taunt me and my friends, and right here, right now, in my very drunk, very aroused state, she is correct. I do want her.


  “I haven’t felt this way in soooooo long,” she says, pushing me farther into the room, unbuttoning my city-guy jeans. “Now say my name.”


  “Wait,” I say.


  “Say my name.”


  “Wait, I . . . ”


  “Please,” she moans, causing goosebumps to speckle every inch of my skin, “say my name!” She pushes me toward the sofa.


  I have a flashback of Dennis methodically nailing Desiree the cannonball-breasted prostitute. “Wait,” I say. “Not here. I . . . ”


  She tugs me toward her bedroom.


  “Wait! No! There’s something I want to . . . I need to tell you something.”


  “After,” she says. She wriggles free from her jeans and top, pulls her bra up over her head and tosses it to the floor, then slides her panties down, and I follow her down onto the oriental-patterned rug that I remember once decorated the floor of her mother’s gift shop.


  She pushes me onto my back and slowly rolls a condom onto me, a feeling that is quickly eclipsed by the warm, tight, slippery sensation as she straddles me.


  I breathe in peaches, baby powder, and another new scent, and feel higher than I’ve ever felt. Her long hair brushes my face as she pitches forward.


  “Say my name,” she moans.


  “Carrie,” I say.


  “Yes,” she says.


  “Carrie!” I cry.


  “Yes!” she cries.


  “Carrie!”


  “Yes!”


  “Carrie!” I am about to explode.


  “Wait! Wait!” she pants. “I’m so close! So close. Wait, wait. . . ”


  My studious re-readings of The New Illustrated Art of Sex are not without reward. Her eyes roll, her back arches, and she screams like she’s releasing a trapped spirit from her body. I burst inside her, and she collapses on my chest. “Ohhhhh,” she sighs. “Wow, Tobias. Wow.”


  A volatile mixture of triumph and guilt bubbles inside me. I have lied about my identity. And I have just had sex for the first time. And I thought my first time would be with Adeline. Although we never made any promises, I feel as if I have been unfaithful somehow.


  After her breathing has slowed, Carrie Green rolls off me.


  There is no deception left inside me. It has been burned away. “Carrie, my name isn’t Tobias,” I tell her. “It’s me. Philip. Philip Skyler.”


  I expect her to scream, to recoil in horror. But she doesn’t.


  “They did a good job fixing you up,” she says. “A really good job.”


  “I expected a stronger reaction than that.”


  “I’m not surprised by much anymore.” She snuggles up beside me, places one small hand in the middle of my chest.


  “Me neither.”


  “I’m glad you’re alive. Philip.”


  “Me too.”


  But I feel more than just alive. I feel as if I’ve just been reborn. And I can go anywhere from here.


  


  Fourteen Hands


  The first orange light of day is colouring the sky when I finally arrive back at the old mayor’s house. I tiptoe past Artie and Landon, who are asleep beneath a blanket on the living room floor. Dennis is sprawled out and snoring on the Edwardian-style sofa; the old mayor never would have allowed this before. I assume that he and my mother are still asleep in the master bedroom, while Michael and Caitlin slumber in the small second bedroom. I wonder how Michael sleeps at night; another part of me doesn’t want to know.


  I slip quietly into the dining room, being especially careful not to trip or bump into anything. I’m half way between still drunk and hungover.


  The half-eaten Welcome Home Philip cake is still on the table. I sit down on one of the red leather chairs, and rest my forehead on a stack of papers on the table. What a night. I abandoned my family in the middle of my surprise party. I beat the snot out of a bully from my youth, and was moments away from murdering two others. I made love to a woman that I intensely disliked as a girl. The world seems even more tenuous than usual.


  Stack of papers?


  Outside the bungalow, the morning silence is broken by the sound of a big car engine rumbling to life.


  I sit up again. My vision blurs from the sudden motion.


  Insurance documents. One is an auto insurance policy. Another is life insurance. Both policies pay out large amounts of money to the beneficiaries — my mother, Landon, Dennis, Michael and me — in the event of the “Accidental Death or Dismemberment” of the insured. The old mayor’s signature is on the line at the bottom of each policy.


  “There is no insurance in life” he had repeatedly said. “There are no guarantees. You can only do what you have to do, and hope that things go your way.” Why has he purchased insurance now, after all these years? Isn’t it a bit too late for that? He’s already lost everything.


  Beside the stack of insurance documents is a calendar of the current year, with a date circled in red marker.


  This morning’s date?


  Yes.


  And I know what today is. My heart beats faster, my temples throb more intensely.


  It was exactly two years ago today that Michael was paralyzed by Graham and Grant Brush, and the old mayor let the culprits off the hook. It was two years ago that he and Landon toppled the crackling Jacob’s Ladder, and burned our hilltop home to the ground. Two years ago, I climbed onto Landon’s CBX, and left half my face behind on the jagged cliffside. “I have a plan, Philip,” the old mayor said to me in my hospital room in Toronto. “A plan that will require the use of my car. A plan to make everything right again.”


  I open the blinds on the dining room window, just in time to see the glistening black 1940 Ford Deluxe Sedan roll out onto the street, its flathead V-8 gurgling confidently, with the bespectacled old mayor sitting tall behind the wheel.
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  Caitlin is in the driver’s seat of The ‘Bility Bus. She’s the only one who can get the old beast started and keep it running. She throws the column shifter into reverse, and the old transmission engages with a clank. The engine sputters and almost stalls, but the red van finally rolls out onto the street.


  On the duct-taped vinyl bench seat behind her are Landon, Arty, and Dennis. Michael is in the back of the van in his wheelchair. We couldn’t just leave him behind, but jockeying him in and clamping him down has cost us precious minutes. Our mother sits in the attendant’s seat beside him.


  I’m in the front, with Carrie Green on my lap. She showed up just as we were all rushing out to The ’Bility Bus.


  “You left these at my place,” she said to me, holding in her small, warm hands my jackknife, Michael’s pocket watch, Dennis’ 1983 dollar, and the tarnished brass finder scope. I handed each of the items to their respective owners as we all scrambled into the van.


  As The ’Bility Bus sputters and coughs along Faireville Street, Dennis flips his silver dollar over and over in his palm, heads, tails, heads, tails.


  Landon peers though the van’s dusty window, maybe trying to see the future through his little handmade telescope.


  Michael holds the stopwatch between the thumb, index and middle fingers of his right hand, using all the power he’s got to control the only three digits on his body that still function.


  I hold on to Carrie, and I clench the jackknife. Stainless Steel, Philip, Stainless Steel.


  Caitlin steers the van onto Gasberg Road and toward the highway. As the engine warms, the sputtering sounds less like a death rattle, and the speedometer needle gradually struggles farther clockwise.


  As we round a long curve, we finally see my grandfather’s car, so far ahead of us that it is a mere speck on the road. Caitlin stomps the accelerator to the floor. It sounds like at least three of the engine’s eight cylinders are choking to death, but the van does speed up, gaining on the 1940 Ford Deluxe until I can see the silhouette of the old mayor’s head through the round rear windows.


  I can also see a blinking yellow light, straight ahead.


  Suicide Curve.


  Caitlin hits the brakes.


  The old mayor does not.


  There is an explosive crunch of metal on metal, a burst of steam, and the old Ford leaps upward, its belly catching on the cliffside railing.


  The ’Bility Bus is still rocking from the sudden stop as Carrie and I leap out through the front door and sprint toward the Ford Deluxe. The car teeter-totters atop the guardrail, its round rear end swaying in the air, its headlights peering past the cliff edge into the abyss. I grab onto the cold, shimmering chrome of the rear bumper. Carrie takes hold also. Then Landon, Arty and Dennis are beside us. Caitlin’s and my mother’s hands jam in between mine and Dennis’.


  “PULL!” someone shouts. It’s me. Sometimes I still don’t recognize my own voice.


  Fourteen hands pull back on the bumper.


  “PULL! PULL!” Landon yelps.


  The car rocks back and forth.


  “PULL! PULL!” my mother cries.


  Back and forth, back and forth; the rear end of the car dips closer to the ground each time, while the nose drops a little farther over the cliff.


  Carrie and Caitlin and Arty’s voices ring out in unison: “PULL! PULL! PULL! PULL!”


  Inside the black car, the old man’s limp body lolls to and fro with each see-saw motion.


  “PULL, GODDAMMIT, PULL!” Dennis hollers.


  The underbelly of the old Ford Deluxe slides with a metallic screech from the bent railing. Its tires bounce on the ground, and the car rolls backward, away from the ledge. It comes to a rest in the middle of the road at Suicide Curve.
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  The paramedics move the old man from the driver’s seat onto a gurney. His trademark three-piece suit is soaked in blood, from the lapels of his jacket to the knees of his freshly pressed pants. Hitting the solid steering wheel has split his face open from forehead to chin.


  After the paramedics have slowed the bleeding, injected their moaning patient with painkillers and sedatives, they wheel him away. As they lift him into the back of the ambulance, something jolts us from our collective state of shock.


  It’s a gurgling, strangling sound, coming from inside The ‘Bility Bus. It’s Michael.


  Caitlin rushes away, ducks into the red van. She emerges a moment later with something in her grip, which she places in the old mayor’s blood-spattered hand. It is Michael’s pocket watch.


  “He wants you to hold onto this for him,” Caitlin says.


  His golden eyes glisten through the pulpy, crimson mass of his face.


  “He says that he loves you,” Caitlin says. “He says that he forgives you. He says that he wants you to live.”


  Landon wanders up beside Caitlin. Saying nothing, he slides his finder scope into the old man’s other hand.


  Dennis approaches tentatively, and tucks the 1983 silver dollar into the blood-soaked breast pocket of his suit jacket. “The value of a dollar,” he says.


  I slip the jackknife in with Dennis’ dollar coin.


  “Stainless Steel, Dad. Stainless steel.”


  A paramedic pulls the doors closed, and the ambulance races away with our father inside.
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  It’s late now. It’s dark. Everyone else has passed out from exhaustion, but something keeps me awake. Dennis can’t sleep, either.


  I blow the dust from a bottle of 1988 Mouton-Rothschild, then I uncork it, noting that it is roughly the same age as me. I know from the old mayor’s lessons that this wine should be decanted first, but I am ready for a drink now. There is plenty more where this came from.


  I clink glasses with Dennis, who sits beside me on the front step of the bungalow.


  “Enough excitement for one day, eh?” he says.


  “Quite a homecoming,” I agree.


  I swirl the dark liquid around the bowl of the glass, inhale its intense nose of coffee, chocolate, blackberry, and cedar. Beautiful.


  Dennis takes a sip. His eyes widen. “Oh. My. God. This tastes incredible.”


  “It should,” I tell him. “One bottle can go for a thousand bucks at auction.”


  “Seriously?” Dennis says. “Where did you get this?”


  “The cellar downstairs.”


  “The cellar? Downstairs?”


  “He’s got at least a thousand bottles down there. Probably more.”


  Dennis sets his glass down on the concrete step beside him, very carefully, and picks up the Bordeaux bottle, cradling it in his hands like a sleeping infant. “A thousand bottles?” he wonders. “Are they all worth as much as this one?”


  “Give or take.”


  “So,” he says, wide-eyed, “you’re telling me that there is roughly a million dollars worth of wine collecting dust in the basement of this little house?”


  I nod.


  Dennis shakes his head. “And the old man thought it would be a good idea to get the family out of debt by killing himself for some insurance money, rather than just selling some of his wine?”


  I take a long sip of the dark, fragrant fluid. “I’m not sure it was just about the money,” I say.


  Dennis shrugs. “It’s never just about the money, Philip.” Then he gets that look that I’ve seen so many times before. “Philip,” he says, his face glowing as if a halo of gold coins is orbiting his head, his hand stroking the wine bottle like it’s got a wish-granting genie inside, “I just got a great idea.”


  


  A Future Winter


  The Good Stuff


  Business is booming at Skyler Fine Wines. All of the shops on Faireville Street, including The Arty Gallery, The Good Faith Gift Shop, The Tea Cozy and Lynette’s Little Edibles, are doing well. People come from all over to take in a show at the King George Playhouse, or a blues concert at Cecil’s new venue. The new slogan on the town sign is “The Day-Trip Capital of Canada!”


  Dennis came up with the slogan. He’s a town councilor now. He’s thinking of running for mayor. Our father is proud.


  Unlike Dennis, I have no desire to be the gear that drives anyone else; I want the world to be the wheel that drives me.


  My father is proud of me, too. I travel frequently to the wine-producing regions of the world. We sold most of the wine from the bungalow basement years ago, so my elevated senses of smell and taste have been useful in selecting new vintages to keep our customers happy. As Dennis often says, he’s the brains of the operation, and I’m the nose and mouth.


  I still half-expect to bump into Adeline whenever I step from a plane in France, Italy, Germany, Spain, Australia, South Africa, California, Chile, or Argentina, but never when I drive to Niagara or fly to British Columbia. A decade has passed since she first flew off to conquer the world without me, and she hasn’t been back to Canada since.


  For the first couple of years, she sent me frequent letters and emails, but after she met her fiancé Benjamin (“a stunningly gorgeous man”) in Milan, her communiqués became less frequent, until I stopped hearing from her altogether. I can only assume that she and Benjamin are married now, a beautiful couple with beautiful lives, exploring all the beautiful places in the world.


  I couldn’t go with her. I belong here, and she belongs everywhere else. One day I’ll see her again. Or maybe I won’t. You really never know what will happen.


  Occasionally I find a wine that is both delicious and inexpensive, so I send a few dozen cases to Cecil. He’s got the space to store it now; C.B.’s Tabernacle of Blues is a lot bigger than The Incredible Blues Bar was.


  I wonder what Candace Brown and Pastor Vangelis would think of the place now? Anthony and I like it; we’ve got reserved seats at the bar, and our own private stash of “the good stuff” in Cecil’s storeroom.


  The rent Cecil pays us for the windowless concrete building is roughly equivalent to the cost of Michael’s monthly medical bills. Michael can hold his head up now, and can control the movement of his eyes. He’s also regained the use of most of his right hand, and can communicate using a joystick-operated speech synthesizer. I’ve learned to understand his vocal utterances almost as well as Caitlin. It’s worth everything just to be able to talk with him again.


  I am standing outside our faux-castle home at the top of the hill, which we’ve gradually rebuilt. Carrie and I share it with Michael and Caitlin. That we live all together constantly amazes us, and it’s something for which we are grateful. It seems as if it was always meant to be this way, that all of our earlier struggles were meant to bring us together here.


  The block of granite, which was an obstacle in the path of the weak, becomes a stepping stone in the path of the strong.


  Our two children resemble Carrie more than me, but they’ve both got my brown eyes. Neither of them has a cleft lip, flattened nose, or strange teeth. I am especially thankful for this. Mikey is in grade two, and Katey started Kindergarten this year. They both love school, and they have lots of friends.


  Time meanwhile flies, never to return.


  The kids are out on the hillside with their uncle Landon, who has built a new model airplane, a four-engined reproduction of a Lancaster bomber. The little airplane struggles against the harsh December wind, but it eventually climbs into the sky.


  Do not fear the winds of adversity.


  A kite rises against the wind rather than with it.


  Once the plane is buzzing along at a safe altitude, Landon hands over the controls to Mikey. He eventually lets his little sister have a try. The kids think that Landon is the coolest uncle in the world.


  Katey hands the remote-control to her grandfather, who hoots and laughs as the little airplane banks and climbs and dives overhead.


  “Oh my, oh my!” the old mayor says. His voice is muffled, like his cheeks are full of cotton balls, the way I sounded when I was still Monkeyface. And, I suppose as I get older, my voice sounds more like his did when he was still the mayor.


  A thick, jagged purple scar runs diagonally from under his left eye, through the middle of his crooked nose, through both lips to the tip of his chin. Both his legs are encased in titanium braces, and he uses two canes to walk. But, at almost a hundred years old, he still stands on his own two feet, and his eagle eyes once again sparkle with life. Mom runs up the hill from the house. The mayor grins at her. They act like high school crushes whenever they’re near each other.


  We don’t stop playing because we grow old.


  We grow old because we stop playing.


  I call him “Dad” now. So does Dennis. So does Landon. Michael burbles something that sounds like it, and he makes the speaker on his speech synthesizer say it all the time: “Dad.” Our father. My brothers.


  A tear sneaks out of my right eye. I can’t stop it.


  Snowflakes begin to flutter from the grey sky. Katey claps her hands and jumps up and down.


  Today is my thirtieth birthday. It always snows on my birthday.


  Carrie wanders outside with a tray of glasses: apple cider and wine. It’s the last bottle of the 1990 Petrus; we’ve been saving it for a special occasion.


  Live well. It is the greatest revenge.


  Another tear follows the path of the first.


  The old mayor hands the controls back to Landon, who brings the miniature Lancaster in for a safe landing.


  A sunbeam shines through a little break in the clouds. We all clink our glasses together, and I put my arm around Carrie’s waist.


  “Look,” Mikey says to his grandfather, uncle, and sister, “a Jacob’s Ladder!”


  Jacob had a dream about a ladder extending toward heaven.


  I taught him that.


  The tears fall steadily now.


  I don’t wipe them away. I let them come.


  I never used to cry.
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